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Multichannel Direct Response Fundraising

About you

Why do you work in the non-profit world?

Why do you work at the non-profit where you 

work?

Why do you support the non-profits you 

support?

Why are you taking this class?
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What is direct response 
fundraising?

•Speaks directly to the prospect or donor or 
customer

•Has a specific “call-to-action”
• And must therefore have a way to respond

•Response is trackable and measurable
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What is direct response 
fundraising?

•Direct mail

•Telemarketing 

•Direct response TV

•Email

•Online advertising

•Social media

•Door-to-door

•Text messaging
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Direct response fundraising
• This is how the vast majority of your donors 
come to you.

• Most cost-effective 
• Builds a broad base of individual support
• Best retention
• Inspires gifts through other sources and 
programs

• It promotes your “brand”
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How the direct response 
fundraising lifecycle works

• Invest to ACQUIRE new donors, 
supporters or members.

• Ask for an ADDITIONAL GIFTS 
throughout the year.

• UPGRADE or CONVERT loyal donors. 
• RENEW existing members annually.
• Reinstate LAPSED donors.
• Continually REINVEST for best 

long-term revenue.
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Acquisition: New donors
•Acquisition is a long-term investment in a 
group of new donors.

•You probably won’t break even upfront, but 
you make a “profit” through subsequent 
fundraising solicitations.

•Acquisition mailings usually generate 
“response rates” of around 0.7% to 2%.
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What is a “response rate?”
•The percentage of people who respond to a 
marketing effort. 

Total number of responses
Response Rate % = 

Total number of
prospects contacted
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What is a “response rate?”
• The Human Fund emails their list 3 times to test 
different fundraising appeals. Their responses were:

No. Mailed No. Responses Response Rate

Email #1 5,000 25 0.50%

Email #2 5,000 17 0.34%

Email #3 5,000 21 0.42%

Average Total 15,000 63 0.42%

Campaign Total 5,000 63 1.26%
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Most Important Direct Response 
Fundamental: TESTING

• Direct mail is part art and part science.
• The art part is copy-writing and design, 
brainstorming about new strategies and approaches.

• The science part is very much like an experiment in a 
lab:

• A control panel vs. a test panel
• Limit the number of variables
• Send to identical populations

• Statistically valid sample 
size

• Report and analyze
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More direct response metrics
Gross revenue

Average gift = 

Number of responses

Total No. Mailed Total Responses Gross Revenue Average Gift

15,000 63 $1,071 $17

29,422 2,113 $69,729 $33

101,422 406 $64,148 $158

Total No. Mailed Total Responses Gross Revenue Average Gift

15,000 63 $945 $15

30,000 1,500 $52,500 $35

100,000 400 $60,000 $150
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More Direct Response Metrics
Net revenue = Gross Revenue – Cost

Quantity
Mailed

Expense Responses
Response

Rate
Average

Gift
Gross 

Revenue
Net 

Revenue

15,000 $300 63 0.42% $15 $945 $645

30,000 $15,000 1,500 5.00% $35 $52,500 $37,500

100,000 $75,000 400 0.40% $150 $60,000 -$15,000
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More Direct Response Metrics
Acquisition Costs

Cost to obtain a donor =
Donors Acquired

Quantity 
Mailed

Expense Responses Average Gift
Cost to 

Obtain a 
Donor

100,000 $75,000 400 $150 $187.50
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Acquisition: New donors
•Remember, acquisition is an investment.

•Every organization has to determine what is 
an affordable cost to acquire a new donor.

•Keys to decision making:
• Net revenue (how much can you afford to lose?)

• Cost to obtain a new donor
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Retaining your donors: The 
second gift

• A person becomes a loyal, committed donor 
when they make their second gift. 

• Appeals sent after acquisition will turn a “profit.” 
• An opportunity to upgrade donors to a higher 
level or move them to a higher-grossing 
program.
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Retaining your donors
•Appeals can “pay for” acquisition campaigns.

•Raise money while adding new donors.

Quantity 
Mailed

Responses
Response 

Rate
Average 

Gift
Gross 

Revenue
Net

Revenue

25,000 219 0.876% $35.08 $7,683 - $6,289

Quantity 
Mailed

Responses
Response 

Rate
Average 

Gift
Gross 

Revenue
Net

Revenue

5,828 188 3.23% $106.49 $20,021 $16,577

Acquisition

Appeal

Total Net Revenue $10,288
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Retaining your donors: TESTING
• Who should get a follow-up mailing?

• Segment by recency, past activity and other behavior

• How many times can I go to a donor without 
turning them off?

• Minimally 3 or 4 times per year.

• When should I send?

• How much to ask for (upgrade opportunity)?
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Retaining your donors: donors vs. 
members

• Donor programs ask for smaller gifts, but more often
• More impulse-based
• Less perceived commitment

• Members renew a larger gift on an annual basis
• Annual renewal series (multiple efforts – 3 to 8 or more)
• Fewer special appeals
• Usually comes with benefits
• Requires continuous contact – magazine or newsletter
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More direct response metrics
•Retention Rate measures the number of 
members kept over a given period of time --
usually during a fiscal or calendar year.

(Total # donors now – new members in the past 12 months)

Retention Rate % = 
Total Number of Members in Previous Year 
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More direct response metrics
(Total # donors now – new members in the past 12 months)

Retention Rate % = 

Total Number of Members in Previous Year 

Current
Donor Count

New Members
Previous Year 
Donor Count

Retention Rate

1,050 150 1,000 90%

950 150 1,000 80%

900 150 1,000 75%
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Lapsed reinstatement: Bringing 
former donors back

• You have already invested in acquiring these 
donors.

• Mail those most likely to respond
• Less likely the older their last gift

• Personalize - Treat them like they’re still part of the 
family – don’t break the bond.

• Lower response and fewer gifts than appeals, 
but higher than acquisition.
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More direct response metrics
•Lapse Rate measures the number of 
members lost over a given period of time –
(it’s just the inverse of retention rate)

Lapse Rate % = 1 – Retention Rate
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More direct response metrics
•Average Tenure defines how long on 
average donors stay with an organization. 

1

Average Tenure = 

Lapse Rate
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More direct response metrics
1

Average Tenure = 

Lapse Rate

Retention Rate Average Tenure

90% 10 years

80% 5 years

75% 4 years
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The most important metric: 
Lifetime Value (LTV)

•The total economic value to an organization 
produced by a typical donor:

Average Annual Gifts per Donor

x Average Tenure

Lifetime Value
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The most important metric: 
Lifetime Value (LTV)

Average annual gifts per donor x Average tenure

Average Annual
Gifts per donor

Retention Rate Average Tenure Lifetime Value

$100 90% 10 years $1,000

$200 80% 5 years $1,000

$250 75% 4 years $1,000
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Appeal 
Quantity (4x/yr)

Response Rate

Donors

Average Gift

Gross Revenue

Expense

Net Revenue

Total Expense

Total Revenue

Net Revenue

Cumulative Net 
Revenue

Active Donors

Acquisition 
Quantity

Response Rate

New Donors

Average Gift

Gross Revenue

Expense

Net Revenue

Long term value of new donors Year 1
50,000

1.5%

750

$40

$30,000

$35,000

-$5,000

$35,000

$30,000

-$5,000

-$5,000

750

3,000

15%

450

$50

$22,500

$4,000

$18,500

$39,000

$52,500

$13,500

$13,500

450
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Total Expense

Total Revenue

Net Revenue

Cumulative Net 
Revenue

Active Donors

Appeal
Quantity (4x/yr)

Response Rate

Donors

Average Gift

Gross Revenue

Expense

Net Revenue

Long term value of new donors Year 2
1,800

15%

270

$50

$13,500

$2,000

$11,500

-$5,000

750

$13,500

$13,500

450270

$2,000

$11,500

$25,000
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Total Expense

Total Revenue

Net Revenue

Cumulative Net 
Revenue

Active Donors

Appeal
Quantity (4x/yr)

Response Rate

Donors

Average Gift

Gross Revenue

Expense

Net Revenue

Long term value of new donors Year 3
1,080

15%

162

$50

$8,100

$1,000

$7,100

-$5,000$13,500

270

$25,000

162

$8,100

$1,000

$7,100

$32,100

Lapsed
Quantity (2x/yr)

Response Rate

Donors

Average Gift

Gross Revenue

Expense

Net Revenue

588

5%

29

191

$40

$1,160

$9,260

$750

$1,750

$410

$7,510

$32,510

Initial Investment $35,000
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Appeal 
Quantity (4x/yr)

Response Rate

Donors

Average Gift

Gross Revenue

Expense

Net Revenue

Total Expense

Total Revenue

Net Revenue

Cumulative Net 
Revenue

Active Donors

Acquisition 
Quantity

Response Rate

New Donors

Average Gift

Gross Revenue

Expense

Net Revenue

Continuously acquiring donors Year 1
50,000

1.5%

750

$40

$30,000

$35,000

-$5,000

$35,000

$30,000

-$5,000

-$5,000

750

3,000

15%

450

$50

$22,500

$4,000

$18,500

$39,000

$52,500

$13,500

$13,500

450
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Appeal 
Quantity (4x/yr)

Response Rate

Donors

Average Gift

Gross Revenue

Expense

Net Revenue

Total Expense

Total Revenue

Net Revenue

Cumulative Net 
Revenue

Active Donors

Acquisition 
Quantity

Response Rate

New Donors

Average Gift

Gross Revenue

Expense

Net Revenue

Continuously acquiring donors Year 2
50,000

1.5%

750

$40

$30,000

$35,000

-$5,000

$13,500

450

4,800

15%

720

$50

$36,000

$5,000

$31,000 1,200

$30,000

$35,000

-$5,000

$8,500

720

$66,000

$40,000

$26,000

$39,500
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Appeal 
Quantity (4x/yr)

Response Rate

Donors

Average Gift

Gross Revenue

Expense

Net Revenue

Total Expense

Total Revenue

Net Revenue

Cumulative Net 
Revenue

Active Donors

Acquisition 
Quantity

Response Rate

New Donors

Average Gift

Gross Revenue

Expense

Net Revenue

Continuously acquiring donors Year 3
50,000

1.5%

750

$40

$30,000

$35,000

-$5,000

5,880

15%

882

$50

$44,100

$5,500

$38,600 720

$30,000

-$5,000

$35,000

$39,500

1,470882

$74,100

$40,500

$33,600

$34,500$73,100

Active Donors

191 882

Cumulative Net Revenue

$32,510 $73,100

vs.

vs.
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Every organization has to determine 
what is an affordable cost to acquire a 
new donor.

• “Pay-out-of-proceeds” or “funded” model
• Agency covers acquisition costs
• Agency continues acquisition and sends appeals to 

active donors
• Agency pays itself back directly from proceeds
• Agency mails so aggressively the organization never 

sees any income 
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Every organization has to determine 
what is an affordable cost to acquire a 
new donor.

• Quadriga Art was the agency for Disabled Veterans 
National Foundation

• DVNF “raised $116 million since 2008 but returned $104 
million of it to Quadriga, according to the [New York] 
attorney general.”

• CNN June 30, 2014

• Organizations can over-extend themselves on their own 
too
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Final Metric: Steady State 
Analysis

•Defines the equilibrium of total membership 
where members gained will offset members 
lost will be equal.

•This projects total members over time 
assuming new member input and renewal 
rates remain constant.
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Final metric of the day: 
Steady State Analysis

Annual New Member Input 

Steady State = 

Lapse Rate
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Final metric of the day
Annual New Member Input 

Steady State = 

Lapse Rate

New Members Renewal Rate Steady State

1,000 80% 5,000

1,000 90% 10,000

2,500 60% 6,250

500 75% 2,000
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Let’s look at some creative!
•How does it affect you?

•Does it engage you?

•Would you give?
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Why do people respond?
•Success is equally based 
on who you send to, 
why you send it and 
what you ask.

•Testing, testing, testing.
• Testing.

• Testing.
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People give to people
•Tell a story about a person that was helped.

•YOU is more important than WE
• Stress how the donor is helping - not what you 
do as an organization.

• Explain how the donor’s money will be used.

• A sense of “what's in it for me” can be useful.
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Fundraising is the opposite of 
communications/marketing

•Nobody is interested in what you do
• It's what you achieve. 

• Outcome, not how it's done.

•Donors should know how much their gift 
counts



Multichannel Direct Response Fundraising

New York University | Luke Vander Linden | George H. Heyman Center for Philanthropy

Make it specific and personal
•Write to a single person

•Take out “we” and replace with “I”

•Don’t make the organization the subject of 
the sentence

•Talk about real people doing real things
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The OFFER
• Create a sense of urgency (real; not made up).

• Copy should address the human emotions 
involved in giving a gift.

• Create an “emotional closeness”

• Mild guilt is okay if they're not contributing now.

• “Premiums” sometimes work and are good 
advertising, especially for larger gifts.
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A Strong Call-to-Action
•Specificity sells

“Provide one Thanksgiving dinner for $1.97”

•Quantify a gift’s impact
“$25 will feed one hungry child for a full week”

• Include a value add component
“Give an extra $10 and we’ll send you…”
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A Strong Call-to-Action
•Multiply the donor’s
generosity
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Matching Gift
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A Strong Call-to-Action
•People need 
(and like) to 
be told 
what to do

Attainable
goal & date

Repeat it!
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The ASK
• Don’t be afraid to ASK for the gift!

• As early in the letter as possible.

• Ask for a specific gift repeatedly – good rule of 
thumb is four times in the letter:  

• Within the first three paragraphs
• At the end of page 1
• At the end of the letter
• In the PS
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The ASK
•How much to ask for?

•Make the messages strong, timely, accurate 
and to the point.

• “Gift Ladder” or “Ask String”
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The Reply Device
• Write this component first
• Summarizes the overall marketing concept, the 
offer, and often where the involvement device 
resides

• One piece you want the donor to look at and 
take an extra moment to review

• Add photo or graphic element, additional color –
something to give it more attention
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The Outer Envelope
• The most important 
purpose of the OE 
(other than to carry 
everything) is to GET IT 
OPENED.

• Teasers are meant to 
tease or intrigue us into 
the package.

• Only put messages on 
the outside if there’s 
something to say.
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The Outer Envelope
• Sometimes the best 
teasers are also simple 
ones:

• “First Class Mail” below a 
commemorative stamp

• Letter signer’s name 
above the corner card

• When in doubt, mail an 
entirely blank envelope

• The mystery of not 
knowing often gets 
opened more.
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Windowed envelopes
• If there is something meaningful inside, try 
using a multi-windowed envelope.
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Always include a postscript (P.S.)
• The P.S. is often cited as the second-most-read 
sentence in the letter.

• Sends them to the reply or involvement device.
• Can be used for:

• Reiterating the central marketing concept
• Reinforcing an offer
• Adding urgency
• Referencing another component in the package
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Email: The Subject Line
• Stand out in a crowded 
inbox, but don't be 
spammy

• Provide specific 
information about 
something happening

• Tease about something 
great inside the email

• For regular newsletters, 
use a standard prefix

• Less is more – it has to work in 30-50 characters

Your membership has expired!

The movie Congress 
doesn’t want you to see!

We need your help
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Email: The From Line
• Use a consistent 
“From” address

• In the subscriber's 
Inbox, your “From” line 
carries your brand

• Organization’s name or 
a noteworthy individual (executive director, etc)

• Be aware of not just 
the “display” name, but the email address itself
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The email “envelope”
•Keep the “preview 
pane” in mind

• Be aware of what’s 
“above the fold”!

•Not only images 
matter!
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The email “envelope”
•Keep the “preview 
pane” in mind

• Be aware of what’s 
“above the fold”!

•Not only images 
matter!



Multichannel Direct Response Fundraising

New York University | Luke Vander Linden | George H. Heyman Center for Philanthropy

The email “envelope”
•Keep the “preview 
pane” in mind

• Be aware of what’s 
“above the fold”!

•Not only images 
matter!
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The email “envelope”
•Keep the “preview 
pane” in mind

• Be aware of what’s 
“above the fold”!

•Not only images 
matter!
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Timing:  Use good “netiquette”
• Don’t send too many emails 

(or too many pieces of 
mail/too many phone calls)

• Think about it from the 
donor’s experience

• If you have a lot of 
departments and 
campaigns, coordinate 
drop days with each 
other to avoid 
subscriber fatigue
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What your letter looks like may be 
just as important as what it says

• Short declarative sentences
• Occasional underlining or bolding of words or short 
clauses – not entire sentences

• One-line paragraphs 
• Indented paragraphs 
• Wide margins and more white space
• Incomplete, non-grammatical sentences that start 
with “And” or “But” will keep the donor reading
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Email Content
• Keep it short
• Short sentences / paragraphs

• No time for background

• Make it scanable
• Bullet points (Only present 1 or 2 points – make it simple)

• Multiple links
• Email is more casual

• First names instead of Mr./Mrs. Last
• Colloquial terms

• Selective use of bold, italics and meaningful images
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Email: Keep it Simple
•Just like 
mail, 
sometimes 
basic is 
better.
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Email: Keep it Simple
•Just like 
mail, 
sometimes 
basic is 
better.
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Email: Keep it Simple
•Just like 
mail, 
sometimes 
basic is 
better.
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Effective copy inspires people 
to give

•Use compelling stories 
to illustrate 
need and 
success

•Be dramatic
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Effective creative inspires 
people to give

•Before and after 
photos
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Passionate donor testimonials
• “We are still excited about what we gave 
through World Vision last year.” – Steven, age 13

• “It’s a pretty good feeling knowing you are 
helping someone.” – Mikaela, age 8

• “As a family of three girls, we like to choose gifts 
like Educate a Girl, that empower girls to rise 
above their poverty and live up to their 
potential.” – The Drury Family
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Passionate donor testimonials
•Emotional impact
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Passionate donor testimonials
• Is the endorser 
credible?
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Passionate donor testimonials
•Limit length to convey only the pure essence 
of what must be communicated

•Long testimonials can kill readership
•Place where they’ll be noticed, but be careful
• Inserts, back of reply forms
•As sidebars or pop-ups on websites
•Use in “Johnson box”
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The Johnson Box
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Reflect what’s going on in the 
real world

•Funding sources have decreased

•Your organization was in the news

•Legislation may affect your issue

•A special commemorative day or month
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Newsworthy
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Seasonal / Important Dates



Multichannel Direct Response Fundraising

New York University | Luke Vander Linden | George H. Heyman Center for Philanthropy

Year End
• Year-end 
campaigns are 
perfect.  Even 
without asking, 
many 
organizations get 
25%+ of their 
online revenue in 
the last days of 
the year.
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Some of the best fundraising 
letters don’t ask for money

•Newsletters, informational materials, annual 
reports with a reply envelope often bring in 
revenue

•Non fundraising messages are critical for 
successful online programs

•Telephone calls 
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Get interactive…or…Ask for 
something else

• Often, a donor involvement device other than a 
donation will get the blood flowing and inspire a 
gift

• Advocacy
• Honor a caregiver
• Sign a petition
• Vote
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Get interactive
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Get interactive
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Creative design techniques
•Adding an involvement device to an appeal 
engages the donor in giving encouragement 
to the recipient

• pet treat – a yummy treat for a furry friend

• birthday card to a child with cancer

• table card
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Creative design techniques 
Pet Treat
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Creative design techniques 
Poinsettia 
table card
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Creative design techniques
•But test (and test (and test))

•Resist temptation to always include inserts.  
Ask yourself:

• Is the insert covering its cost?

• Is it distracting the donor and suppressing  
response?
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Testing: The Subject Line
1. Quadruple your generosity

2. Save four times as many lives

3. Have your gift go four times 
far to save kids 

Which had the 
highest open rate?

#3
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Testing: The Subject Line
1. PetsAlert

2. PetsAlert: 173 Puppy Mill Victims 

3. 173 Puppy Mill Victims

#1 has the highest open 
rate with current donors.

#3 had the highest open 
rate with prospects
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Testing: The From Line
1. “Smithsonian Institution”
2. “Laura Brouse-Long” 

(Membership Director)

“Smithsonian Institution” 
open rate was 33% better 
than the Membership 
Director’s Name
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Testing:
Email length

• The short version 
performed almost 
3 times better.
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Testing: Email Resend
•Email #1 Subject Line: 
A Special Mother’s Day Gift

• Raised $5,310

•Email #2 Subject Line: 
Last Minute Mother’s Day Gift

• Raised: $10,545
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Give thanks
•Promptness is important

•Multiple thank yous are better than a single 
one – use multiple channels.

•Fundraising letters should cite the donor’s 
previous giving and generosity and the 
difference their gift made.
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Get personal
• Show you know who your donors are:

• When did they join or first give?
• When was their first gift?  Their last gift?  
• What was the source or reason for their first 

gift – event, channel, campaign?
• Localize with city and state in letter and on the carrier

• Don’t forget online; personalization is not just for 
mail

• Requires extra data steps, but worth the effort
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Acquisition: Where to find new 
donors

• Your “user” population
• Your own prospect list: volunteers, event attendees, 
buyers and other “friends and family”

• Rented lists of proven donors to other organizations
• Magazine subscribers, catalog buyers, demographic-
based compiled names

• Donors or members of other local groups with whom 
you partner to exchange
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Acquisition: List 
Testing

• Donors to other organizations
• Special Olympics
• Habitat for Humanity
• World Wildlife Fund
• Planned Parenthood
• Amnesty International

• Subscribers
• New Yorker Magazine
• The Atlantic

• Catalog buyers
• Harry & David

• American Heart Assoc.
• Easter Seals
• ASPCA
• National Audubon
• March of Dimes

• Wall Street Journal
• New Yorker

• Hammacher Schlemmer
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BIG DATA
• The ability to give doesn’t always equate with 
the motivation to give.

• This is why rental lists usually work better than wealth 
or income screening

• Model your donors using behavioral, 
demographic, psychographic and even 
consumer behavior

• This has many uses both inside and outside your 
current program
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Why do people respond?
•Success is equally based 
on who you send to, 
why you send it and 
what you ask.

•Testing, testing, testing
• Testing.
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Review of the Basics
•Acquisition is an investment

• Appeals are where you earn that investment back

• Lapsed is how to save some of your investment

•Equal parts Creative/List/Offer

•Testing, testing, testing



Multichannel Direct Response Fundraising

New York University | Luke Vander Linden | George H. Heyman Center for Philanthropy

Great Moments in Online Fundraising History
2003 – 2004

Presidential Candidate 
Howard Dean breaks 

online fundraising records.

Dec 2004 – Jan 2005
Indonesian tsunami inspires 
millions of dollars of online 
donations in just one week.

August 2005
Hurricane Katrina devastates 

Gulf Coast; 13 million Americans 
make online donations.

2008 & 2012
Obama breaks 

records in online 
fundraising/targeting

January 2010
$30MM is donated to Haiti 
earthquake relief via text 
message in just ten days.

Donate Now 
button gets it 

all started

Summer 2014
Viral “ice-bucket challenge 

results in $100MM+ 
donated to ALS research.*
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The world keeps changing
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Email/Online 
Metrics

•Similar to Direct Mail
• Response rate

• Average gift

• Gross/Net revenue

•Email also has its 
own metrics:

• Open rate

• Click-through rate

• Forward rate

• Hard vs. Soft bounce

• Unsubscribes

• Spam report
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Email & The Web
• Similar to Direct Mail

• Call to action
• Reply device

• ‘Donate’ or ‘Support’ 
Button

• Information about the org 
and different ways to 
support it

• A form to transact a gift



Multichannel Direct Response Fundraising

New York University | Luke Vander Linden | George H. Heyman Center for Philanthropy

Improve your site
• Develop a site with donors in mind

• This may be the only source of info about your org

• Make a strong case for giving
• Explain what their money will do 

• Build confidence
• Offer secure transactions
• Make it easy to give

• Develop your org’s personality and voice
• Inform, educate, engage
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Improve your site (and test!)
•Bigger DONATE 
buttons help convert 
more donors

•A vividly colored 
donate button can 
increase conversion 
(but not always – test)
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Transact gifts online
• Pay Pal and Network for 
Good offer inexpensive 
options

• Big, elaborate solutions 
include Convio, Kintera
and Salsa

• Many database 
applications also feature 
integrated options
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Transact gifts online
• Remove unnecessary 
fields from the form

• Polite ‘header’ copy often 
works better than a 
forceful call-to-action

• Firmer language on the 
donation button doesn’t 
always work.

• Don’t require multiple 
pages.
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Collect & send emails
• Capture email addresses
at all touchpoints

• Everywhere on your website
• Direct mail reply devices
• Event RSVPs & sign-ups
• Links in corporate email 

auto-signatures
• Email addresses have
a short shelf life – your 
list evaporates by 2-5% 
per month.

• Average annual “churn” is 
about 20% annually.
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The home page is very important
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Getting more out of your donors: 
SUSTAINERS

• Recurring gifts every month without having to ask
• Usually $5, $10, $20 per month (test what works)
• Credit card or Electronic Funds Transfer (EFT) although you can send 

monthly bills

• Very high retention (90%+) makes for a reliable and 
projectable monthly cash flow

• Once a Sustainer donorbase is built, it works very well to 
upgrade them into giving larger monthly gifts

• Starts with small numbers and takes persistence and patience 
but will pay off over long run.
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Getting more out of your donors: 
SUSTAINERS

• Sustainers contribute a significantly larger amount of money over 
time.

Donors before becoming sustainers

Donors after becoming sustainers

• After converting, sustainers were worth 67% more in revenue.
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The home page is very important
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Online donors are different

• Most online donors are new
• But online donors are very hard to renew
• Online fundraising still accounts for a really small proportion of 

fundraising efforts for most organizations

Age Income Revenue per donor

Source: Blackbaud/Target Analytics
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Everybody’s figured it out…right?
• We don’t always know who the donors are:

• 33% (some say more) of donors go online before making a 
gift through some other channel

• 50%+ of online gifts are “online white mail”

• Donors don’t even know who they are:
• Self-identified web donors: 47% give via mail vs. 37% online
• Online activists: 57% give via mail vs. 42% give online

• The commercial world is also confused:
• J. Crew; Sharper Image; supermarkets, hardware 
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Trying to figure it out
• Acquisition, Add Gift and Lapsed 

campaigns were all in the mail.
• All used $200,000 as a monetary goal

• Each button went to a different 
form to track gift type

• Only 17% of gifts made on the 
“Extra Gift” form were additional 
gifts

• 14% of the “Become a Member” 
gifts were not from new members.

• A third of the “Renew” gifts were lapsed 
and half were renewals.  15% were something else.
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So what do we know?
• Donors operate in “multi-channel mode”

• They expect to be able to interact with us when and how they 
want. And we can’t control it!

• Each communications channel influences another’s 
performance

• Direct mail recipients research or transact their gift online
• Traditional direct mail donors continue or expand their support 

because of email newsletters and online engagement

• Donors and customers have come to expect anything 
they can do offline, they should be able to do online.

• They will find you.
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Case Study – Thirteen/WNET
• Direct Mail-to-Web
(10 Part Series)

• 3-Part Email Series

• Simple Links from
the Web

Email-to-Web

From the web

Direct mail

Direct Mail
Email
From the Web

16%
19%
65%
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Case Study – Humane Society
• Humane Society Legislative Fund, lobbying for 
the Federal “PETS” Act

• Set-up four communication streams
• Email appeal-only
• Direct mail-only
• Pre-email, followed by direct mail
• Direct mail, followed by email

• Also segmented by source and recency
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Case Study – Humane Society
• Pre- and Post-emails were different versions
• Pre-email: “Look for this envelope in your inbox”
• Post-email: “Did you receive my letter in the mail?”
• Direct mail piece used 
‘vanity URL’ on the reply:
“To make your gift go to 
work faster, donate 
online using our easy, 
secure form at …
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Case Study – Humane Society 
Conclusions

• Integrated messaging provides 
significant lift, with highest lift in 
DM/post email stream

• Was the highest net $$ for both 
DM and Internet-acquired donors

• Net revenue per thousand is 
best in the email-only stream 
(because there was no expense)

• There were only 3 responses 
to the ‘vanity’ URL
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IP Match - “Smart” Online Advertising
• Traditional online advertising use keywords, browser history or what 

website you’re visiting
• This is based on inferences, the recipients are unknown and there’s no 

behavioral data used
• It’s “where they are” and not “who they are”

• A “cookie append” to identify your direct mail targets’ computers and 
serve them ads

• International relief org – goal was to break even
• 1MM house mail file
• Match about 65% w cookies and serve about 35% of those w ads
• Response rate across all channels was 28% higher than w/o ads
• Dollar per HH was 29% higher
• Spent $50M / Raised an add’l $258M
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Understand your tools
• Some tools are used to send a message while others 
are used to transact a gift – and some can do both.

• Direct Mail
• Telemarketing
• Direct Response 
TV/Radio

• Advertising
• Email
• The Internet
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Integrated Direct Response 
Fundraising at work
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Why Integration works
• By repeating the, the donor is reminded about 
the need instead of introducing a new concept

• Each medium does what it does best:
• DM: Traditional letter to make the case
• Email: Urgency
• Telemarketing: A warm, personal message
• Online: A convenient way to respond / research

• The coordination assures the donor that the 
organization is serious and well-organized
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Online & multi-channel donors have 
higher value
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“Other” responses 
to direct mail

•Transaction and mail 
file data going back to 
August 2007.

•Analyzed over 
8,000,000 transactions 
and mail records.
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Web response to appeal campaigns
• On average, stations are seeing 7% to 8% in additional gift 

response come from the web.
• “Other” response is 

currently 
around 4% - 5%

• Stations that send 
emails see 2% - 4% 
response rate

• These “lost” gifts 
represent a potential 
increase of 15% – 20% 
in response rate!
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Web response to lapsed campaigns
• On average, stations are seeing 10%+ in lapsed response come 

from the web.
• “Other” response is 

currently 
around 3% - 4%

• Stations that send 
emails see 3% - 8% 
response rate

• These “lost” gifts 
represent a potential 
increase of 20% in 
response rate!
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Web response to acquisition campaigns
• On average, stations 

are seeing 5% to 12% 
in acquisition response 
come from the web.

• “Other” response is 
currently around 4% 
These “lost” gifts 
represent a potential 
increase of 20% – 25% 
in response rate!
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What about channels that are harder to 
track?

• One-day, online campaign biggest day 
ever of charitable giving in 
King County, WA

• More than 1,200 nonprofits participate
• $10 match for each $100 donated
• 6/23/2011 – Total $4.1 million raised
• 5/2/2012 – Total $7.48 million raised
• Seattle Public Library Foundation was:

• #2 in 2012 : 1,046 gifts for $123,135
• #1 in 2011: 716 gifts for $61,494

• 358 GiveBIG donors also received mail from SPLF – 50%
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#GivingTuesday
“We have a day for giving thanks. 
We have two for getting deals. Now, 
we have #GivingTuesday, a global day 
dedicated to giving back. On Tuesday, 
December 2, 2014, charities, families, 
businesses, community centers, and students around the world 
will come together for one common purpose: to celebrate 
generosity and to give.

“It’s a simple idea. Just find a way for your family, your 
community, your company or your organization to come 
together to give something more. Then tell everyone you can 
about how you are giving. Join us and be a part of a global 
celebration of a new tradition of generosity.”
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Think campaigns, not mailings
• Give donors “freedom of action”

• Make donating easy throughout all channels

• Use consistent messaging throughout all channels
• Make sure departments are talking to each other (and 

fundraising is not technology)
• Make sure you’re using all channels

• Don’t judge success based upon response by one channel 
– integrate reporting too

• Give “soft” credit to everyone responsible
• The technical requirements of truly tracking and testing 

response across all reply devices often makes doing it very 
difficult, so understand the overall concept
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Social Media
• More people are on social media than 

on email
• About 1 in 5 use their smart phone to 

check their social networks before 
getting out of bed in the morning 
and/or before going to bed.

• 15% of Facebook users are mobile only
• A third of all online ads are on 

Facebook
• More hours of video is uploaded to 

YouTube every minute than the 
broadcast networks have produced in 
total since the 1940s.

• (That got 22 likes & 9 comments on 
Facebook.)

• 75% use their phones in the bathroom.
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Web 2.0 - The Democratization 
the Internet

• The “old” Internet is readable; the 
“new” internet is writable

• User-created content without 
filtering by authority

• Technology provides donors with a 
greater voice

• Nonprofits used to control which 
programs received funding, now 
donors are armed with an endless 
supply of information and expect to 
direct their own money
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Think Differently about Social Media
• Measure “soft” ROI

• Branding & Customer Service
• Increased dialog and involvement

• Much more like PR: Use the entire internet to create 
community/value exchange

• Find & use influential supporters

• Exceptional communities Entice, Inform and Engage
• Set hard ROI goals

• Define marketplace – passion/lifestyle or trigger/event?
• Define purpose – what do constituents want from a 

relationship with your organization?
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Issue- or advocacy-based campaign
• “Tell-a-friend”
• Functionality that allows –
and encourages – donors 
and email recipients to 
forward the campaign to 
their friends and colleagues

• Use strong, detailed language
• Direct donors to do it right after taking an action
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Issue- or advocacy-based campaign
• Wildlife Conservation Society (Bronx Zoo) was threatened with 50% 

cut in funding from the City of 
New York

• Sent strong emails to their members 
and email list

• Created a viral video with “concerned 
resident” Tucker the Kinkajou.

• Used Convio to have supporters 
send emails directly to their City Council member

• Took it offline: Collected petition signatures on-site via iPads and 
solicited “text-to-sign”

• Campaign generated 39,000 actions, acquired 5,300 new email 
addresses and 2,000 text messages.



Multichannel Direct Response Fundraising

New York University | Luke Vander Linden | George H. Heyman Center for Philanthropy

Personal Pages
• This NYU graduate created 
a page for his friends to 
sponsor his participation in 
the ACS Relay for Life.

• Sets his own goal
• Allows donors to get 
credit

• Contacts his own personal 
list of friends and 
associates

• Best of all, it reflects his 
own unique personality
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Ice Bucket Challenge (for ALS?)
• “Cold water challenge” started mid-1013

• Early versions purpose was to pick a 
charity that was personally significant

• Matt Lauer did it in July 2014 for the 
Hospice of Palm Beach County

• Two former college baseball players 
with ALS did it shortly after

• Early versions gave people the option 
to do the ice bucket or donate

• Only about 10% - 15% donate
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Ice Bucket Challenge (for ALS?)

Criticism 
• “Slacktivism” - "a middle-class wet T-shirt contest for armchair clicktivists“
• A waste of water – “Ricebucket” Challenge spread to Southeast Asia (& CA)
• ALS research is done by “Big Pharma” and tests on animals and stem cells
• A number of participants have sustained injuries – at least 2 deaths!

Organization Raised

ALS Association $100m

Motor Neurone Disease Association £7m

ALS Therapy Development Institute $3m

ALS Foundation Netherlands €1m

Project ALS $500k
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The “Competition’ – Social 
Entrepreneurship

• Micro-credit
• The donor chooses who to help 
• 100% goes to the recipient 

• You can also support Kiva directly
• Since October 2005, distributed 
$500M in loans from 1M lenders.

• Numerous similar orgs: Milaap, 
Vittana, Wokai, Zidisha, Rangde, 
United Prosperity
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The “Competition” – Crowdfunding
• The Statue of Liberty pedestal was crowd-funded
• $5.1B was crowdfunded in 2013 (est.)
• Kickstarter and IndieGogo

are two examples
• Project-based
• Often all-or-nothing
• Success rate is ~45% 

and $7,000
• Short campaigns are better
• Use video and other social

media networks
• Less crowdfunding and 

more peerfunding
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Cause Marketing
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Text to donate
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New Buzzword Alert: “Omnichannel”

“The willing unification of
fundraising and external relations”
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Don’t go crazy
Katherine Miller, United Nations Foundation:
• “Don’t get sucked into the tech movement of the 

moment”
• The majority of revenue still comes in checks in the mail
• Develop a strategy relevant to old and new media

• “Technology is just another word for grassroots”
• Think about where and who your supporters are and pick the 

technology that fits -- not the other way around

• “Keep your message and campaigns simple.”
• Online is not the time to promote the grandeur of your 

mission, the genius of your programs, etc.
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