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Direct Mail is Still King

• Direct mail still drives nearly 90% of revenue for most clients,
in terms of individual giving

• It’s the channel of choice for donors age 65+

• Channel integration is important as digital fundraising grows, 
and organizations strive to cultivate younger donors

• It's all about donor choice



How fast is digital growing?
Blackbaud's 2021 Charitable Giving Report:

• Overall giving grew 19% and online giving grew 42% since 
2019. Organizations with fundraising programs hard-hit by 
COVID-19 showed resilience and a return to growth in 2021.

• 12% of total fundraising revenue came from online giving in 
2021, down slightly from 13% in 2020

• 21% of online transactions were made via a mobile device

• 20.1% percent of total online giving took place in December

•Multichannel donors are the most valuable donors; integrating 
direct mail and email is a great way to drive up LTV in the 
current environment



What drives response?

• List is most important, followed by offer and creative



Finding your voice!
•Highlight your unique strengths and capabilities

• Use storytelling to engage people.  Use emotion.  People give 
with their heart more than their head!

• Present the reader with a problem that they can help solve

• Be “Donor-centric.” Don’t talk about why you’re the greatest…

• Tell donor how she makes your work possible!



Creating your Unique Blueprint

• Program planning

• List & media strategy

• Grateful Patient cultivation

• Integrating direct mail and digital messaging with your 
organization’s overall marketing/communications strategy



Acquiring New Donors
An expensive yet crucial investment

• Donor attrition of up to 30% per year is inevitable

• You must constantly replenish the file with new donors

• Grateful Patients are an essential component

• The goal is to add enough new donors each year to 
overcome attrition and grow the donor file

• Aim for a 1% response rate

•Most acquisition programs do not break even in Year 1 — it’s 
an investment that pays off when new donors give again.  
Typically, breakeven occurs between 24 – 36 months.



• Lists are pulled on a monthly basis, using certain suppression 
and wealth screening criteria to qualify prospects

• Grateful Patients are mailed quarterly, on a “rolling basis.”

• Utilize Grateful Patient stories that have performed well 
in the renewal program

• Expectations matter: even “warm prospects” like Grateful 
Patients rarely generate more than a 1.00% response rate

• For some DaVinci healthcare clients, acquisition mailings with 
premiums, such as address labels, can pull 1.5 – 1.75%

Building support of Grateful Patients
A typical Grateful Patient Acquisition program



Overall Acquisition 
Best Practices



Acquiring New Donors
Grateful Patients must be carefully cultivated

• Engage the entire organization. Make it part of your culture!

• Abide by HIPAA Privacy Rules, but use customization: 
demographics, health insurance status, department of service

• Include an “opt-out” in your direct mail package

• GP’s represent a cost-free list of cultivated non-donors 

• Performance is driven by several factors:

• Recency: 0 - 3 months and 4 - 6 months most productive

• Ability to give: Use predictive modeling

• Inpatients generally perform better than outpatients over 
long term, but test outpatients of 0 - 3 months



Acquiring New Donors
Rented Lists

• For many specialty hospitals Grateful Patient acquisition is 
augmented by rented lists

•We rent lists of donors who have made a gift to similar 
healthcare organizations within the last 12 months

• Larger organizations often invest in donor modeling and 
coops such as Target, Wiland, etc.

• Frequency and size of acquisition campaigns is a function 
of budget, but your attrition rate matters, too… 

• The key question is: are you acquiring enough new donors 
to overcome attrition and grow the file from the ground up?



Building Your 
Renewal Program



Renewing & Upgrading Donors
Where your investment pays off!

•Most hospitals and healthcare clients mail frequently, 
8 - 10 or more times per year

• The cornerstones of most successful renewal programs include 
proven offers and themes such as Challenge Match, Annual Fund 
and Member or Supporter Drive

• Then, test unique mission-based appeals (e.g., Doctor's Day, 
Research Appeal, Technology Appeal) and see if they work

•While branded appeals form the foundation of many programs, 
straight story-based appeals round out the program



Framing Offers with
Branded Appeal Themes
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Riley Children’s Foundation — Annual Fund Logo



Riley Children’s Foundation 
Annual Fund Acquisition Control 





Riley Children’s Foundation 
Acquisition Double Buck Slip Test 



Riley Children’s Foundation 
Annual Fund Renewal 



Riley Children’s Foundation 
Annual Fund Follow-up 



UPMC — Breast Cancer Appeal Logo



UPMC — Breast Cancer Appeal





UPMC — Breast Cancer Appeal Emails



Dayton Children’s Hospital — Supporter Drive Card



Dayton Children’s Hospital — Supporter Drive Appeal



Riley Children’s Foundation 
Holiday Challenge Match Logo



Riley Children’s Foundation 
Challenge Match Integrated Campaign



Riley Children’s Foundation 
Holiday Challenge Match Lightbox



Riley Children’s Foundation 
Challenge Match Integrated Campaign Email



Constructing a Testing Plan 
What to test? Everything!

• Start with “branded appeal themes” 

•Make a strong commitment to testing:

• List       • Offer       • Copy      • Design      • Format

• Timing  • Postage  • Gift Arrays      • Media Mix

• Data overlays      • Predictive Models

•Measure the success of each test by comparing it to 
established controls



Segmenting Your Donor File
Crafting unique versions for each segment

• Remember, list is 60% of your success!

• Your don’t want to speak to a $25 donor, a $250 donor 
and $2,500 donor in exactly the same way

• RFM (Recency, Frequency, Monetary) is the most basic 
segmentation strategy

• Larger programs gain efficiencies using data models 
and scoring 



Examples of Special Messaging

•Major Donors

•Monthly Donors

• Pre-lapsing and recently Lapsed Donors

•High-Value Long Lapsed Donors

• Planned Giving Prospects

•Memorial/Tribute Donors

• P2P and Special Event Donors

•Multichannel Donors

Employ variable copy or formats for:



Leveraging Your DR Program

•Major Giving Program

• Planned Giving — 1 in every 200 new donors is likely 
to become a Planned Giving donor

• Capital Campaigns

It’s an important feeder pool for:



Upgrading Donors to 
Higher Giving Levels and 

Recapturing Lapsed Donors



• Identify the $1,000+ donor as a member of a special group 
of donors that take a leadership role in your work

• These societies have exclusive branding, including logos, 
special messaging and upscale production values

• Tiered levels with benefits promote donor upgrading

• Donors at $1,000+ are automatically welcomed into the society; 
donors at $500-$999 are invited to upgrade to join

• Not every package has to be a special format; tailored 
"leadership track" messaging can be accomplished with 
versioning that refers to their membership status in each appeal

Upgrading Donors
To Higher Giving Levels



Lupus Foundation of America — Partners in Progress 







Lucile Packard Children’s Hospital Stanford
Lapsed Donor Recapture 







UPMC — Doctor’s Day & Nurse’s Week Emails



Digital Cultivation



Why integrate different types 
of promotional media?

Because targeting across media will improve results!

D i r e c t
M a i l

S o c i a l
A d s

E m a i l
M e s s a g e s

H o u s e h o l d
D i s p l a y  A d s

M o b i l e
A d s



Time and Value

Creative Drives Integration
Cultivation series creates mutual value over time



Solving a real, specific challenge 
for would-be donors will deliver 
value from the organization to 
the prospect.

Leads that receive something 
valuable are proven to perform 
better as donors.

Creative Drives Integration
Entice new prospects onto the file with value first



Creative Drives Integration
Strengthen affinity with non-monetary asks first

Use language that describes 
the impact the organization 
has on the lives of others.

Put the email recipient at the 
center of that value proposition, 
giving them ownership.

Ask them to perform non-
monetary tasks (like pledging 
to live healthy), leading to 
monetary ones.



Creative Drives Integration
Build understanding of your value

Deliver motivating, inspirational 
stories of UPMC’s impact to 
show email recipients the value 
they can receive by investing in 
the organization’s future.

Craft copy that speaks to the 
real world aspiration or problem 
you’re addressing.



Creative Drives Integration
Seek emotional engagement with real, personal stories

Show would-be donors the 
difference UPMC makes in the 
lives of people affected by cancer, 
both those who are sick and their 
loved ones. 

Tell their story and reveal UPMC’s 
unique value proposition for 
people like Don and his family.



Creative Drives Integration
Seek donations with investment messaging

Make the ask when mutual value 
is understood.

Use strongest direct response 
offers, such as Challenge Match.

Treat email recipients as if making 
a donation were the same as 
making an investment in any 
other value producing asset.



Reporting & Analysis
Surveying and building on knowledge

• Developing a truly data-driven program requires robust 
results reporting and analysis

• This entails regular reporting throughout the year, as well as a 
comprehensive annual file audit to evaluate the health of the 
file and identify trends and areas for improvement

• Regardless of the channel, the impact of every strategic 
choice should be measurable!

• Over time, the findings will help fine-tune overall program 
strategy.  It's a process of continual improvement.



Please reach out 
with questions.

Steve Maggio
Co-Founder, President & CEO
DaVinci Direct
steve@davinci-direct.com




