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Today’s Conversation

• Why direct mail

• How to get started in the mail

• The anatomy of a well-crafted direct response 

program
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The Value of Direct Response

In Today’s Multi-channel World
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2016 Contributions = $390 billion

• 72% of total giving in 2016 

was from individual donors

• $46 Billion went to human 

services organizations

SOURCE: GIVING USA

meals on wheels co-op — it's better together
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Get Your Piece of the Pie with Mail!

Direct Mail…

• Provides a broad base of support of high quality donors

• Builds a base of supporters who will stay 

with you and upgrade over the years

• Is a pipeline for major and planned gifts

• And – it’s measurable!
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“Can’t We Just Do It All Online?”

• In 2016, only 7.2% of giving was online*

• Direct mail is still the most cost effective way to 

acquire new donors

• Donors acquired through the mail have higher 

retention than those acquired online

• The most effective programs use online and 

offline channels in concert to drive donations
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* Blackbaud Institute for Philanthropic Impact, 2016 Charitable Giving Report



Getting Started in the Mail
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Is Direct Mail Right for You?

• Do you have broad name recognition?

• Do you provide a solution to a 

problem?

• Do you have a demonstrable track 

record?

• Do you have a natural constituency?
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Is Direct Mail Right for You?

• Can you afford to lose 50% of your   

investment in the test?

• If the test is successful, can you afford to 

roll out the program?

• The ‘asparagus’ principle…
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Yes?  Then Test!

• 75,000 piece test

• 15 lists of 6,000 names 

• Lists chosen from across your best markets

• One package is mailed to all names  

• One test can be conducted
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Be Ready to Cultivate and Steward

• Prepare your infrastructure – data base, 

call center

• Prompt, personalized acknowledgments

• Strong website and donation page
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Anatomy of a Well-crafted Program
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Two Parts to Your Program

Prospects

• People who have NEVER 

given to your organization

• Prospect mailings bring in 

new donors, generally at an 

investment

• Letters are longer and 

assume the prospects knows 

nothing about you

Donors

• People who HAVE given to 

your organization (donors)

• Donor mailings inspire 

additional gifts and generate 

net revenue

• Letters are shorter and 

assume a level of knowledge 

and affinity
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Why Is the Letter So Long?
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• Streakers

• Strollers

• Studiers



Messaging Matters

Prospect Letters

• Must capture the person’s 

attention within the first 10 

seconds.

• Assumes the reader knows 

very little about you.

• Needs to be long enough to 

tell your story well.

Donor Letters

• Assumes the reader knows a 

bit about you and is 

interested in learning more.

• Is part of your ongoing 

conversation with your 

donors.

• Needs to be long enough to 

tell your story well.
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Design Matters

• Design should be plain and 

simple.

• Should look like a letter from 

your organization.

• Shoot for homey-looking —

not commercial.

• Should NOT look like an artist 

created it.



The Ask Matters

Prospects

• Include a broad range of 

suggested amounts.  Example:  

$25, $50, $100, $500, Other: $___

• Test the first amount — $5 

more or less might improve 

results

• Always include “Other: $___”

• Can be preprinted

Donors

• Include a range of gifts based 

on the donor’s most recent 

gift.  Example; for a $50 donor, 

use $50, $75, $100, Other $___

• Always include “Other: $___”

• Should be personalized for 

maximum effectiveness
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Testing Matters

• Every mailing is an opportunity to learn 

and perfect your program

• Test every aspect of the package from 

the letter length to the type of postage to 

the first ask amount

• Test only one element at a time
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INSERT TEST:  1 Bookmark vs 2
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2 Bookmarks Win!
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TEST: Envelope

Control Test
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Test Wins!
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TEST: Reply Form

Control Test
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Test Won!
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Multi-channel Matters

• E-append your mail file

• Craft online messages that support

your mail program

• Make sure your donation page is simple and 

mobile optimized

• Match back online donations to prospect lists

• Don’t fall into channel silos!
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Measure and Adjust

• Create projections for every mailing

• Look at ROI and donor retention

• Make sure analytics are driving 

your strategy – NOT EMOTION!
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Creating a Path for Upgrades
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Direct Mail Donors are Excellent 

Planned Giving Prospects

• Market planned giving in your appeals and 

acknowledgements

• Send targeted planned giving mailings to 

long-standing donors

• Cultivate donors for length of giving … not 

just size of gifts
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Look for Diamonds

• Include upgrade opportunities 

in your mail program

• Some donors will self-select for upgrades

• Append your file with wealth-screen data

• Call donors who upgrade

• Keep mailing them until they give a really 

big gift!
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Thank You!

Amy Sukol, CFRE
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