
When it comes to direct mail, beware of common
sense. What you think you know can lead you
straight down a one-way street to lousy results

— the kind of results that have caused many small
nonprofits to conclude that direct mail just doesn’t
work for them.

Most folks have strong feelings about how they react
to fundraising appeals they receive in the mail. But
market testing shows that their behavior often contra-
dicts what they believe about their reactions. In short,
what “simply stands to reason” is frequently wrong. 

Luckily, you don’t have to rely on hunches, intuition,
or wild guesses. You can benefit from the research of
large charities, who measure which direct-mail pack-
ages yield the best results. They look at everything —
the number of pages, use of photos, hand-written
notes, ink colors, and on and on – to see what works,
and what doesn’t.

Here are 20 “common-sense” statements often voiced
by nonprofit executives and board members, along
with the realities found in live-market testing:
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Beyond 
Common 
Sense: 
Proven Tactics for 
Direct-Mail Fundraising
Use these 20 techniques to reap more 
and bigger donations through the mail.

Statements of 
Conventional Wisdom

Reality as Validated by 
Live-Market Testing

1. We should mail only once a year; other-
wise we’ll alienate our supporters.

2. There’s no point using the prospect’s
name and other personalized infor-
mation in our direct-mail letter. It looks
phony and artificial.

3. If you can’t say it in one page, don’t 
say it at all!

4. Let’s enclose our brochure. It tells all 
about the wonderful work we do.

5. We shouldn’t fill the envelope with a 
lot of excess stuff.

Mail at least four times a year. You’ll lose donor loyalty if you mail any
less. Someone else will capture your donors’ hearts while you’re off doing
something else.

Personalize your letters because it works. Two decades of market testing
have proven that.

Two-page letters draw the best response, almost all the time. It doesn’t
matter whether the prospect reads the whole letter. What matters is that 
it works.

Brochures tend to reduce both response rates and gift amounts. Nobody
knows why this happens, but research demonstrates that it does.

You’ll increase response rate, average gift amount, and net revenue by
adding the following extras to your envelope:

• a “lift letter” (a second, smaller letter, written by someone other than
the person signing the mail letter)

• premiums (address labels, note cards, mission-related trinkets, 
bookmarks)

• photos and artwork related to your organization’s mission.
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6. Our letter will have more credibility
if the executive director and board
president both sign it.

7. We’ll offend people if we suggest
they give specific amounts of money.

8. Let’s not include a lot of emotional, 
bleeding-heart language in our 
direct-mail letter.

9. It’s better not to be direct about 
asking for money.

10. Using a P.S. is stupid and outdated.

11. Let’s save money by sending our
letters bulk rate.

12. Renting mailing lists is unethical.

13. We’ll lose money by mailing to 
rented lists.

14. Let’s tell ’em exactly what their 
money will buy.

15. We’re too small to do sophisticated
market testing.

16. We’re too small for list segmentation.

17. It’s a waste of time to fawn over 
those people who gave us only $10
last year.

18. “Clubs” based on levels of giving 
are corny.

19. We should use our direct-mail letter
to toot our own horn.

20. Let’s not use the word you too much 
in our fundraising letter, or it will 
sound contrived and unnatural.

Statements of 
Conventional Wisdom

Reality as Validated by 
Live-Market Testing

Using two signatures ruins the one-to-one personal feel that’s so impor-
tant to a letter’s effectiveness. Have the executive director and board chair
sit down and decide who will sign the letter. Perhaps even a third party —
someone like a happy client or subscriber — will be the best person to carry
the message.

Suggesting gift levels is a proven way to upgrade the size of the 
average gift.

Load your letter with emotion. Regardless of what your cause may be —
starving children or symphony music — people make their initial decision
to give with their hearts. Only later does the head get involved with the 
decision.

Always ask for money. If you don’t ask directly, fewer people will give.

The postscript is the second most powerful copy position in your letter.
Take advantage of it!

Bulk rate may make sense sometimes — but not when you’re mailing to
your most generous donors. They deserve first-class mail.

No professional organization has a code prohibiting the rental and
exchange of lists.

This may be true on your initial mailing to a rented list, but each new
donor you bring onto your database will have an average lifetime value of
$150 or more, even before you factor in major gifts and planned giving.

Excellent idea, but only if you can easily equate a given donation to a
given result. Habitat for Humanity can tell a donor the cost of a box of nails,
a front door, or a windowpane. Not every nonprofit organization can quantify
services so easily.

If you have 100 donors, you can send one direct-mail package to 50 
and another package to the remaining 50. You’ll be surprised how much you
can learn.

Just one example: If you have volunteers, they need a different fundraising
letter from monetary donors who have never given a moment of their time.
That’s obvious.

Your letter should recognize the donor’s continuing support in as many
ways as possible. Thank all your donors frequently. Remember, that old gent
who’s been writing you one $10 check a year for the past 20 years just may
have you in his will.

Gift clubs boost the level of support. That’s as true on the low end of the
donor scale as it is on the high end.

The aim of a fundraising letter isn’t to do PR for your organization but to
get the donor to write a check. For donors, your organization is a means to
accomplish something they want to see achieved, whether that be display-
ing art or helping people who have multiple sclerosis.

The subject of your fundraising letter is the person reading the letter.
Again, in donors’ eyes, your organization is a means to achieve their goals.

continued on page 14



Remember, there are no “rules”
in direct-mail fundraising. Direct
marketing is trend-driven. To keep
up with those trends, watch what
the large, direct-mail charities do.
Give $10 to just a few of them, and
you’ll receive plenty of examples
of their work in your mailbox,
every darn day.

Resources

Hitchcock, Stephen, “How to
Start a Giving Club,” Nonprofit
World, Vol. 10, No. 3.  

Keller, Thomas K., “The Dirty
Dozen: 12 Questions Nonprofit
Leaders Ask about Direct-Mail
Fundraising,” Nonprofit World,
Vol. 19, No. 3.

Werner, Diane, “The Key to
Direct-Mail Fundraising: Market
Segmentation,” Nonprofit World,
Vol. 10, No. 1.

These resources are available at
www.snpo.org/members. Also see
Learning Institute programs on-line:
Resource Development (www.snpo.
org/li).

A freelance writer in Cincinnati, Tom
Keller, CFRE, learned the direct-mail
discipline at NCR Corporation and
honed his skills to a sharp edge at the
Disabled American Veterans and the
University of Cincinnati Foundation.
He can be reached at 513-231-9464.
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The aim of a fundraising 
letter isn’t to do PR for 

your organization but to get 
the donor to write a check.

Being A Difference Maker
Returning to Utah after

serving a mission in the
Philippines for the Church of
Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints, Stephen Kirk received
a letter from Danny Calvario,
a man he befriended while
serving there. Calvario, a rice
farmer, earned barely enough
money for food and shelter.
His letter was a plea for
financial aid to keep his 
children in school. 

Kirk realized that a simple
withdrawal from his bank
account would be a tempo-
rary solution to a nationwide
problem. “I knew I could
probably afford to send him
the money he needed, but I
wanted to do more than
that,” Kirk said. 

After a few conversations
with some friends in the
legal field, he founded a
charity, the Live to Learn
Foundation, to help children
in the Philippines go to school. The average cost is $70 per year for
elementary school and $110 for secondary school, while a typical
earning for an able-bodied Filipino working in a rice field for 10 hours
is about $1.50.

Direct-mail fundraising is Kirk’s preferred way to raise money and
awareness. He started by mailing personal letters to people he knew,
and his list grew from there. In its first year, the foundation received
enough donations to send 58 Filipino elementary and high school 
students to school. The number continues to grow each year.


