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Introduction 

According to Blackbaud’s annual Charitable Giving Report, overall donations in the 

United States grew by just 1.7% between 2011 and 20121. Perhaps the most startling 

insight to come from the Blackbaud report is hidden in the breakdown of growth by size 

of organization. Small non-profits demonstrated impressive year-over-year growth of 

7.3%, but this was only 2.7% for medium-sized organizations and .3% for large non-

profits.  

Donations in the United States have been flat since 2008, and many fear that it will take 

years to return to pre-2008 levels. Organizations are taking stock of their acquisition and 

retention strategies to determine how their methods of communication can impact 

fundraising efforts. Most importantly, they are examining new strategies to break free of a 

prolonged giving slump that has existed since the beginning of the global economic 

recession. 

There is no question that the communication landscape has become increasingly 

cluttered and fragmented by new media channels. Organizations understand that 

attracting the attention of prospects and donors has become more difficult. This 

whitepaper explores the ways in which non-profits can cost-effectively raise more money. 

The Impact of the Recession 

Innovairre set out to investigate why smaller non-profits seem to have gathered more 

steam heading into 2013 than their larger counterparts. The economy has certainly been a 

large contributor to the slowdown in charitable gifts, but is there more to the story? 

A September 2013 study by Cygnus Applied Research may offer some insight into the 

impact of communication on giving and the steps that non-profit organizations of all sizes 

should consider taking in the future. Taken in context with the Blackbaud numbers, 

Cygnus’ research suggests that many smaller non-profits have already adapted and 

actually have things to teach their much larger brethren. The approaches that small non-

profits have adopted to communicate with their constituents may provide larger 

organizations with a glimpse of what lies ahead.  

The Cygnus Study revealed that donor habits have been altered by the economic crisis—

possibly forever. Key findings include: 

 50% of surveyed donors said they are more likely than they were prior to 2008 to 

stop giving to charities that bombard them with fundraising appeals.  

 20% of respondents noted that they were now more likely to take into account 

whether a charity was spending too much on fundraising before considering a 

donation. 

                                                        
1 Blackbaud Charitable Giving Report, How Non-Profit Fundraising Performed in 2012 
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 A third of the donors stated that they were more likely to seek out charities providing 

measureable results and to conduct research before making donations. 

In addition, the study noted that more donors are limiting the number of organizations 

they support, opting to have a bigger impact on fewer causes. The implication of this 

finding is that non-profits must figure out how to efficiently and effectively communicate 

with their donors. If they don’t, they will likely lose these donors (in far greater numbers) 

to organizations that can. 

Communication is Key! 

Donors, especially middle-aged ones, want to understand specifically what their gift is 

accomplishing in measureable terms. They also want to obtain this information through 

channels that fit comfortably into their existing use of media. Today’s donors want to see 

measurable results, and this information must be provided as quickly and concisely as 

possible.  

Charity Navigator, a watchdog organization that currently reviews more than 6,000 non-

profits, reflects this concern in its new rating system. Charity Navigator’s system goes 

beyond financial stability and evaluates the extent to which non-profits are accomplishing 

their missions. Although the results of this research will not be published until 2016, 

initial organizational reviews demonstrate that most non-profits fail to communicate the 

specifics of what they accomplish to their donors.  

Charity Navigator did highlight the efforts of ROCA, one organization that seems to have 

it right. Receiving high ratings in its initial review, ROCA (www.roca.org) is a non-profit 

that helps disengaged and disenfranchised young people move out of violence and 

poverty. This organization’s focus on measurable results is evident the second you visit its 

Website. Donors and prospective donors can see the tangible results of a gift without a 

single click. This concise communication is exactly what donors want to see. 44% of 

respondents to the Cygnus Study admitted that they could have afforded to give more in 

2012, so the potential payoff is enormous for non-profits who give donors the information 

they want.  

  

http://www.roca.org/
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Figure 1: ROCA’s Home Page 

  

At the same time, however, merely communicating key results on a Website is not 

enough. Successful non-profit organizations must incorporate key results metrics into 

messaging in their print and digital channels, especially when targeting new prospects. 

Donors and prospective donors need a clear picture of what their gifts can accomplish. 

Charities that fail to engage their donors by providing the information they want at the 

right time and in the right format are already seeing their audiences attrite in alarming 

numbers. The AFP 2013 Fundraising Effectiveness Survey reported that for every 100 

donors gained in 2012, 105 were lost through attrition. Although large organizations had 

smaller losses in relation to small organizations, it could be that the difference between 

the two is more about brand awareness than it is about communication strategy. What if 

these attrition numbers foretell what large non-profits will see if they allow their brands 

to be eroded through the use of irrelevant messages sent repeatedly through the wrong 

channels?  
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The Need for Relevance 

The findings noted in the AFP report and the Cygnus study should not be surprising given 

the overwhelming shift from mass marketing to personalized and relevant 

communication in business-to-business (B2B) and business-to-consumer (B2C) 

marketing. Donors are seeking the same level of relevance in their engagement with a 

non-profit organization that they would expect to receive from Amazon, Starbucks, or 

Apple. For example, it is common for today’s businesses to remember your favorite 

authors, the flavor of latte you prefer, or the model of your electronic device. 

Unfortunately, it has proven far more difficult for larger non-profits to coordinate their 

information flow and solicitations around donor motivations and giving patterns. Many 

non-profits struggle to orchestrate a donor experience that comes anywhere close to what 

is seen when purchasing a book from Amazon.com. While the testing of creative and 

package design is common, few non-profits are able to coordinate their appeal mailings 

with click-through patterns demonstrated in regular communications like e-newsletters. 

Although it is not apparent in the AFP Study, there is plenty of anecdotal evidence 

suggesting that some smaller non-profits have already figured out how to migrate to more 

effective and synergistic communication and are reaping benefits because of it. Proving 

that necessity is indeed the mother of invention, these non-profits are creating closed- 

loop strategies that synchronize their ongoing communication and fundraising efforts. 

This enables them to cost-effectively recruit new donors, reduce attrition, and deepen 

relationships with existing donors. Smaller non-profits are also managing to do these 

things without the luxury of large communication budgets. 

Without the politics and infighting that often breeds battles over control and budgets in 

larger organizations, smaller non-profits have been able to take a holistic view of their 

communication plans and develop programs that coordinate messaging and accomplish 

specific objectives for donors and non-donors alike.  

Some smaller non-profits (which albeit have fewer people to communicate with) have 

leveraged digital print, landing pages, and e-mail communications to build synergistic 

messaging that creates awareness, generates consideration, converts, and cultivates loyal 

donors. Many are strategically using social media to reinforce other channels and 

energize donors, helping them to expand awareness cost-effectively. These non-profits 

have figured out that one plus one can in fact equal three.  

Smaller non-profits do not have the extensive infrastructures their larger counterparts 

have to contend with, which gives them an edge when coordinating multiple objectives 

across multiple media. These organizations don’t have people who are solely responsible 

for the execution of print, e-mail, or social media alone.  

Push the Rock, a small non-profit devoted to sharing Christian values through culturally 

relevant sports ministry, increased donations by 50% in relation to the previous year by 

http://www.podi.org/Case-Studies/Vertical-Markets/Not-for-Profit/Push-The-Rock-Sees-Exponential-Growth-Using-Relevant-Fundraising-Tactics-6669/View-details.html
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implementing such a strategy2. The big change for Push the Rock was to move from 

seeing all of its initiatives as separately planned and executed communication events to 

viewing each initiative as a component in a much larger plan. 

Push the Rock managed to overcome something that plagues many smaller non-profits—

the debate between outsourcing and budget limitations. The organization realized that its 

small staff limited its ability to realize its fundraising vision, so Push the Rock enlisted a 

partner to help improve the relevance of its communication and figure out a way to 

generate greater results without breaking the bank. Outsourcing the strategy and 

execution to a single partner that was experienced in working with small budgets 

produced a well-crafted strategy that delivered on its promise of increasing the return. 

Within one year of implementing its plan, Push the Rock raised $1.00 for every twenty-

one cents spent promoting its annual fund. 

Small non-profits typically need to begin their strategies with what they know. Many 

smaller non-profits have a perception—real or imagined—that extensive data analysis is 

beyond their reach. Based on this belief, they work with what they have and consequently 

avoid the decision paralysis that often hampers larger organizations struggling with the 

notion of Big Data. For instance, Push the Rock started its new strategy with a relatively 

simple segmentation plan by breaking its data into four groups: 

 Past event attendees 

 Donors 

 Staff supporters 

 Camp or mission supporters 

This plan called for crafting messaging in the form of swappable paragraphs that were 

meaningful to people within each of the groups. The organization added relevant images, 

testimonials, and previous gift information and achieved a high level of relevance for its 

money.  

e-Mails and printed communications included a personalized landing page for response. 

By putting a bit more thought into the links included on every landing page, Push the 

Rock was able to analyze click behaviors and infer individual interests. This information 

was used to make future communications even more relevant—especially those asking for 

a gift.  

It also should be noted that the emphasis shifted from trying to communicate everything 

in the outbound direct mail to trying to communicate measureable results and current 

needs. In addition to conserving more expensive paper real estate, this strategy enabled 

                                                        
2 PODI, The Digital Print Initiative, 2012 
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Push the Rock to expand the conversation on less expensive digital real estate through the 

landing page and include other assets (e.g., pictures, videos) to increase the engagement 

level for visitors. Potential new donors also found it much easier to find the information 

they were seeking on a landing page without having to navigate through the larger, more 

elaborate Website. More importantly for Push the Rock, directing people to a concise 

landing page reduced the risk of prospective donors becoming distracted and failing to 

convert.  

As specific focus was placed on giving donors exactly what the Cygnus Study revealed that 

they wanted—measurable results. Donors were provided with clear evidence of how their 

previous gift was making an impact. Meanwhile, non-donors were able to see a clear path 

between giving and accomplishing real results. 

Through the analysis of past gifts, solicitations were limited to times when donors were 

most likely to give again. Communication at other times was focused on thanking donors 

and beginning the process of cultivating the next gift. Because the organization wasn’t 

mailing everything to everybody, Push the Rock saved money on print and postage and 

limited the number of times its donors were specifically asked for a gift. This helped 

minimize the risk of donors feeling like they were being bombarded by appeals. 

Figure 2: Personalized and Relevant Letter from Push the Rock 

 

 

Another key strategy employed by smaller non-profits is combining the messaging. The 

process of thanking a donor for a gift or keeping them updated on results could also serve 

as an opportunity to invite them to an event. In larger non-profits, these initiatives are 

typically managed by different individuals or teams, making it difficult to coordinate. In 
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this regard, the combination of messaging is certainly easier for smaller organizations, 

but larger organizations should pay attention to what the Cygnus study uncovered. Non-

profits must consider the potential loss of opportunity from donors or potential donors 

who feel bombarded by too many fundraising appeals. 

Figure 3: Push the Rock’s Invitation to an Annual Event  

 

 

Figure 4: Push the Rock’s Personalized and Relevant Landing Page 

 

Push the Rock is not the only small charity that is using these best practices to improve 

results. Consider the case of All Faiths Food Bank in Sarasota, Florida. Despite its 

considerable efforts to feed the hungry in Sarasota and DeSota counties, recent economic 

conditions left more families to feed, necessitating additional donations. 

All Faiths’ previous strategy called for mailing tens of thousands of static mail pieces to a 

wide range of prospects—many of whom had not made a gift to the organization in over 

ten years. The organization’s appeals often failed to reach the desired audience. Although 

money was being raised, the plan was less than ideal. All Faiths’ new plan focused on 
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identifying current donors and those who had lapsed for 3+ years but were still giving to 

other causes in the market.  

All Faiths instituted a series of segmented, highly personalized seasonal mailings and 

improved its thank you process, ensuring that donors received prompt communication 

within seven days of providing a gift. Continuing its use of personalization, All Faiths 

instituted a survey process immediately following a donation to identify donor 

motivations and get feedback. Like Push the Rock, the organization leveraged these 

surveys to improve future communications.  

After testing a less expensive yet still personalized piece targeting long-lapsed donors, All 

Faiths quickly learned that adding relevance can radically impact win-back rates. All 

Faiths continues both programs today and is currently seeing response rates in excess of 

63%.3  

In yet another example, the Girl Scouts Arizona Cactus Pine Council (GSACPC) 

demonstrated what is possible when you communicate with potential donors using 

relevant messaging and the appropriate channels.4 Faced with declining donations and a 

looming capital campaign, the GSACPC needed to find new donors quickly. The 

organization selected a partner to provide strategic advice and assistance with execution. 

The initial phase of the campaign was designed to simply engage alumni in hopes of 

developing a database of prospective donors that could be cultivated with future 

communications.  

  

                                                        
3 All Faiths Food Bank Case Study, The One to One Group 
4 PODI, The Digital Print Initiative, 2010 

http://www.the1to1group.com/UserFiles/Files/case-study-all-faiths.pdf
http://www.podi.org/Case-Studies/Vertical-Markets/Not-for-Profit/Girl-Scouts-Raises-Funds-with-Support-the-Sash-Campaign-6127/View-details.html
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The strategy called for segmenting donors into four personas and delivering personalized 

and relevant messaging through direct mail, e-mail, and Web landing pages. As outlined 

in the Table below, the personas targeted various age groups. 

Table 1: Age-Based Messaging from GSACPC 

Persona Name Age Group Message Focus 

Jennifer 20-39 Girl Scouts helped develop your character 

Susan 40-49 Invest in the future of today’s girls 

Martha 50-59 Today’s Girl Scouts follow in your footsteps 

Mary Pat 60+ Girl Scouting builds value and character 

  



ANALYSIS A Lesson in Relevance 

 

 
© InfoTrends 2014 

 
12 

 

To minimize production costs, GSACPC used a research firm to identify a select group of 

alumni with a higher propensity to give. Those prospects were mailed the postcard 

corresponding to their segment. Some of the recipients also received an e-mail within 48 

hours of the arrival of the postcard if the GSACPC had their e-mail address. 

Figure 5: Example Mailings from GSACPC 

 

 

 

Figure 6: Referral Page 
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Both the postcard and the e-mail directed recipients to visit a personalized landing page. 

The landing pages expanded the relevant messaging beyond what was contained in the 

postcards and e-mails. Site visitors who wanted to donate were directed to a secure giving 

page. The personalized landing page experience also included a way for alumni to refer 

friends and join the GSACPC community on Facebook. Growth of its Facebook 

community meant that the GSACPC would be able to reinforce future campaigns and 

reduce costly multiple mailings by incorporating a second communication channel 

through Facebook. 

Since creating an engaged group of potential donors was the objective, staff from the 

GSACPC followed up with each individual who visited the landing page to thank them for 

their interest. This personal touch uncovered some alumni who intended to make a gift 

but had gotten distracted during their visit. Because of this integrated staff support, the 

GSACPC was able to convert these gifts and also uncover alumni who were willing to 

volunteer for the organization. 

Remarkably, 31% of the targeted alumni who visited the page made a gift. Gift amounts 

averaged $250, compared to a pre-campaign average gift of only $50. The organization 

was also able to uncover alumni that it had lost track of through the refer-a-friend 

element of the campaign. Larger non-profits often do not have the bandwidth to call all 

donors, but engaging key segments through personal contact can go a long way in helping 

to develop loyal promoters. 

These three examples demonstrate that even simple segmentation can deliver big results 

when combined with relevant messaging, appropriate channels, and improved tracking of 

the donor’s experience. Each program gathered information about the way their donors 

and prospects interacted and used this information to improve results by building a 

foundation for continuous improvement. Donors and prospects alike responded because 

they perceived the communication as relevant rather than a barrage of messaging that 

created an illusion of wasted money. These results are possible for organizations of all 

sizes. The communication was welcomed by the recipients because of its relevancy, and 

the channels that were used facilitated interaction. Most importantly, the tracking devices 

that were thoughtfully included in these implementations gave these organizations the 

information they needed to improve fundraising initiatives in the future. 

It’s About Execution  

For non-profit organizations to transition to fully integrated cross channel marketing 

they will need to rely on partners who have the expertise to implement and scale 

programs and perhaps, more importantly, coordinate programs across multiple 

departments and stakeholders. Organizations like Innovairre have developed their own 

methodology to help non-profit organizations of all sizes incorporate truly relevant 

personalized communication into their strategy. Their Data Driven Strategy and 
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Innovation (DDSI) methodology helps non-profits develop data-driven digital strategies 

that incorporate personalization into both on-line and offline communication. Long 

recognized leaders in direct mail premiums, Innovairre, has mastered the ability to marry 

online tactics with innovative direct mail package design. They have created a closed loop 

model helps clients continually enhance donor profiles using data extracted from the 

interactive elements built into each piece of communication.  

Instead of bombarding donors and prospective donors alike with what could appear to be 

irrelevant and costly communication, Innovairre is helping clients marry demographic, 

lifestyle and interest information with donor history and their connection with the cause 

to create donor centric dialogs that deepen relationships and lead to improved revenue 

generation and loyalty. 

The donor experience of tomorrow will rely heavily on interacting with the organization 

through a wide range of channels. Personalized URLs and QR codes have expanded this 

interactivity so that a direct mail piece can link to a web site or video to provide more 

information and insight on a specific non-profit organization.  Innovairre is also 

educating clients on how to move to the next level of interaction using NFC (near field 

communication) and augmented reality to provide even more enriching experiences for 

their donors.  

And most importantly, direct marketing campaigns for non profits need to deliver results.  

Whether clients want to track customer attrition on the file, analyze segmentation 

performance or evaluate Life Time Value, Innovairre provides customized reporting to 

help non profits make informed decisions regarding the performance of marketing 

programs. 

Companies like Innovairre are committed to help non profits understand what is 

possible. It is these challenges to prevailing thought, to traditional means of 

communication and to traditional decision making processes that can help large non 

profit organizations break free of incremental improvements or static results and 

experience some of the significant leaps in performance. 

Conclusion 

Non-profits of all sizes no longer have the luxury of focusing primarily on the appearance 

of their appeal mailings. Future success will lie in focusing on sending the right message 

at the right time via the right channel. Those messages will vary depending on a donor’s 

history, engagement level, and preferences. For these strategies to deliver optimum 

results, non-profit organizations must integrate all of their communications into one 

strategy that is designed to keep donors and prospective donors engaged with the 

organization. Through this interaction, non-profits will be able to communicate tangible 

accomplishments and additional needs in ways that are relevant to individual donors.  
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It is important to remember, though, that a successful cross-channel strategy is focused 

on using the right media at the individual donor level. Despite all the focus on electronic 

messaging and use of landing pages, print remains a vital part of communicating with 

prospects and donors alike. Personalized direct mail is an effective way to find new 

donors and to reactivate donors who have gone dormant via other channels. Real-time 

review of engagement levels demonstrated by donors in digital channels can signal a need 

to re-introduce print into the donor’s communication stream.  

Cautious yet curious non-profits can be comforted by the fact that a key component of the 

value proposition of cross-channel communication is continuous improvement. Built-in 

tracking of direct mail and digital communication provides a stream of understanding 

that enables an organization to start small by adding one channel and then others, then 

learn from the interactions with their audience. Adopting an integrated cross-channel 

communications approach can deliver big results. Faced with fewer resources and less 

infrastructure, smaller non-profits have historically needed to deliver donor-focused 

messages across all available communications channels. These innovative organizations 

have blazed a path for larger non-profits to follow.  

Opportunity exists for organizations of all sizes to improve timeliness, relevancy, and the 

effectiveness of their fundraising efforts. Small organizations are embracing integrated 

cross-channel communication to optimize revenue and reduce costs. The first step is to 

investigate partners like Innovairre, which have the knowledge to help plan a transition 

strategy and ability to execute all aspects of the plan. The companies of Innovairre have 

the expertise to engineer unparalleled revenue performance through intuitive market 

knowledge, creative expertise, comprehensive digital and analog production/mailing 

capabilities, and an insightful analytical understanding.  

 
This material is prepared specifically for clients of InfoTrends, Inc. The opinions expressed represent our interpretation 
and analysis of information generally available to the public or released by responsible individuals in the subject 
companies. We believe that the sources of information on which our material is based are reliable and we have applied 
our best professional judgment to the data obtained. 
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