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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

In chapter six of my book, Non-Profit Guidance for The Non-Profit 

Board Member we discuss finding high quality donors through 

prospect research and the use of Donor Management 

Technology.  

While investing in prospect research and advanced donor 

management technology can be beneficial to your non-profit, 

many non-profits do not have the time or resources required to 

implement that detailed of a program. 

There are several other ways to fundraise: 

• Direct Mail • Civic Groups 

• Board Giving • Grants  

• Special Events • And more 

This white paper is designed to show you how a direct mail marketing campaign can increase donations, 

as well as your volunteer base. Both are ongoing requirements for the survival of your non-profit. 

Many smaller non-profits forget that while they are a non-profit trying to benefit their community, they 

are still a business. And many of the same business principles that apply to for profit businesses to be 

successful will also apply to non-profits. 

As a non-profit, you are competing against other local, state and national non-profits for volunteers and 

donations. So how does your non-profit with its limited resources compete? 

We hope to provide you with some cost-effective ideas that you can utilize in your non-profit. 

Our mission isn't about us, it's about you. Our goal is to provide your non-profit with affordable 

services and tools that you can use to grow your non-profit.    

We are here to help, 

Joe 

Joe Medrano, ARM | President 

Print 2 Mail Partners a division of IMC  
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HOW TO LAUNCH A DIRECT MAIL PROGRAM 

 

IS YOUR NON-PROFIT READY FOR DIRECT MAIL MARKETING?  

The answer is yes. 

The reason you are ready is because you do not have to do it 

alone. You have a partner in Print 2 Mail Partners that will 

help and guide you through a marketing campaign without 

charging you excessive consulting fees. 

First, who is your audience and what kind of message does 

your non-profit wish to accomplish? We understand that 

many smaller non-profits may have similar needs. However, 

we also understand that each non-profit is unique and has its 

own personality and outlook on how to raise money. 

So, what Is your goal? To obtain new donors (acquisition)? Is 

the goal to upgrade existing donor levels or maintain 

relationships with current donors? Or is the goal a 

combination of both? Next, we can help you determine the type of direct marketing program your non-

profit would like to launch.  

Is it a Mail program? Email? Or a combination of both? We are going to discuss how to launch a 

successful direct mail marketing program. 

A common pitfall that most organizations make when implementing a direct mail marketing program is 

thinking that they will always profit or break even from a donor acquisition mailer. It sometimes takes 

an additional special appeals program directed towards the donors who responded and you acquired in 

the initial campaign to increase the profitability of the direct mail marketing acquisition.  

Another assumption that non-profits make is expecting major gifts to come through direct marketing. 

While you may receive some major gifts, the average gift usually ranges from $10 – $25, with an average 

response rate of .5 percent for acquisition lists and five percent for names that have already given to 

your organization. 

Your non-profit should commit a minimum of four to six mailings to determine the effectiveness. It takes 

time to mail and read results from each mailing. Many non-profits quit after the first mailing if the 

results are deemed poor. This is unfortunate because many elements that may have gone wrong can be 

fixed in subsequent mailings. Also, studies have shown that potential donors need to see an offer at 

least three times to respond with a donation.  
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Test 

Once your non-profit has committed to direct mail marketing, the next step is to test a campaign with 

the following steps:  

1. Target the audience – Choose either your current 

house list or acquire a list. The list is paramount to any 

success in direct marketing; in fact, most studies show it 

accounts for up to 40% of a program’s success. For 

acquisition of a list, work with someone who knows the 

market and can prepare a detailed list recommendation 

for your non-profit.  

2. Create a mailing piece – Once you have chosen the 

right audience, it is important to get the message 

correct. Colors and design are important to attract 

attention but the message is more important. The most beautiful piece can have the worst performance 

if the offer wasn’t tailored to the audience.  

3. Tracking – Be sure to spend time putting together a tracking code that has meaning for your non-

profit and covers what you wish to track. Common elements in a source code include: package, list, 

segment, test, date, channel, etc.  It will depend on the complexity of your campaign. 

4. Fulfill the donations in a timely manner – Be sure that your fundraising team can handle the 

incoming volume. Meaning they have time to send thank you notes or fulfill any gifts promised based on 

size of donation. Launching a new direct marketing program during the busiest time of the year may not 

be the best situation, but don’t put it off because you are always too busy.  

5. Analyze the results – Your results can tell your organization a lot about the success of the mailing. 

Even if the mailing did poorly, it is a chance to learn and make corrections. The important thing is not to 

abandon your efforts. Test again to determine what worked. It could be something completely out of 

your control that had nothing to do with your request. This is especially true of mailings that dropped 

during periods of misfortune. Even if your campaign is successful you should always test different ideas 

to make sure you are maximizing your efforts.  

Pros and Cons of Direct Mail Marketing  

Consider the pros and cons of a direct mail marketing program and document them properly in a 

strategy plan prior to launching the program. Here are a few considerations to evaluate:  

Pros:  

1. You can target the donors you want and customize the ask from the printed material right down to a 

donor’s preferences.  

2. Direct mail marketing is measurable. You can test segments, packages, ask ladders, timing, and lists all 

at the same time.  
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3. You can find out quickly if direct mail marketing is not working by analyzing the results.  

4. You can never run out of prospects. You can mail lists over and over again without “tiring” it out.  

5. Direct mail marketing has a proven history of working well. 

Cons:  

1. Direct mail marketing can be expensive at the first stages. Especially if you do not qualify for Non-

Profit postage rates. 

2. Some individuals dislike solicitation via mailings or telemarketing.  

3. Your non-profit’s message may not work at first through direct mail marketing channels. This is where 

your commitment and dedication is required.  

Remember: 

That $25 new donor may turn into a $50,000 event sponsor, so no donor should be overlooked. 
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WHAT TO KNOW ABOUT DIRECT MAIL FUNDRAISING  

Some non-profits are skittish about direct mail fundraising, because it requires 

an initial investment of time and money. Picking up the phone to call a donor 

takes courage, but it doesn’t cost money. Sending out an e-mail is easy and 

free. 

With direct mail on the other hand, there are lots of costs involved, so non-

profits worry about whether they should use it, and if they do use it, they worry 

about whether or not they’re doing it right. 

To answer those questions, I have put together this list of 5 things every non-

profit, including yours should know about direct mail fundraising: 

#1 – Every Non-Profit Should Be Mailing their House File. 

There are two main types of direct mail: house file and prospecting. House file mail is mail you send to 

your current donor file – those who have already made a gift to your organization at one time or 

another. Prospecting mail is sent to a list you purchase or rent… in other words, a cold list of people who 

haven’t ever (or recently) given to your organization. 

Every non-profit (no matter how small) should be using direct mail to reach their house file list.  Even if 

it’s your first year in existence and you only have 18 donors, mail them a solicitation letter at least 

once this year. House file mail is almost always profitable, and is a great way to stay in touch with 

your donors. 

#2 – Prospecting Mail is an Art. 

Successfully using prospecting mail is an art that takes time and experience to learn. Your goal with a 

prospecting letter is to break even, to make back the cost of the mailing, so that you can add the new 

donors to your house file, where they will become profitable. If you send out a poorly worded 

prospecting letter, or mail the wrong list, your results may not meet your expectations. 

Don’t attempt prospecting mail unless your non-profit is already experienced or you are bringing in a 

direct mail consultant. 
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#3 – Your List is Gold. Treat it that Way. 

The biggest indicator that someone will give to your non-profit through the mail is if they have done so 

in the past. That’s why house file mailings are almost always profitable. Your direct mail donor file is as 

good as gold for your non-profit. In order to keep it that way, you have to treat it with respect. 

This means that, except in rare occasions, you shouldn’t over-solicit your list by sending a letter every 

other week. It also means that you shouldn’t only send asks to your list… you need to send some 

cultivation mailings, like newsletters, updates, thank you letters and holiday postcards to your list to 

keep it fresh and let your donors know that you see them as more than just their wallet. 

Treat your donor file with respect, and your donors will continue to support your organization. 

#4 – Don’t Use Direct Mail Unless You are Prepared to Measure and Test. 

As we mentioned earlier, successful direct mail fundraising is built on the foundation of testing and 

measuring. This is particularly true for prospecting mail. If you want to send out a certain letter to 

10,000 prospects, first test the letter on 1,000 prospects randomly selected from that list. If it’s 

profitable in the test, it will likely be profitable for the whole list. If it’s a dud on the test, create a better 

postcard or letter, or find a better list. 

You also need to measure and test if you want to optimize your house file mailings. While you generally 

won’t need to mail your letter to a test list first for house file donors, you should keep close tabs on 

what letters or postcards are more or less successful for your list. For example, if your list doesn’t 

respond as well to a survey-style mailing as it does to a straight fundraising letter this year, the same will 

likely be true in the year to come. 

#5 – Combining Digital with Direct Mail  

Combining digital with direct mail will improve the success rate of your campaign. In today’s world 

people will look at your online presence to judge your non-profit. Combining a QR Code with your direct 

mail campaign will appeal to Millennials as well as those more sophisticated elderly users of technology.   

In addition, utilizing QR Codes gives you access to a lot more real estate to present your non-profit’s 

message.  
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FIVE FUNDRAISING POSTCARD IDEAS 

There are several different fundraising postcard ideas we can share 

with you when you contact us, but we wanted to provide you with 

these 5 ideas now: 

1 - Staying In Touch 

Donations are the lifeblood of every non-profit organization, so 
staying in touch is vital to retaining donors. The average non-profit loses 70% of its first-time 
donors and 30% of its repeat donors every year. Acquiring new donors is expensive, so it makes 
sense to do your best to wow your donors with how well you used their donation to make a 
positive change in your community. 

Many non-profits use monthly newsletters or emails to stay in touch, but how many of those 
get real eyeballs on your message? And how many non-profits find the cost of mailing a 
monthly update prohibitively expensive? 

So, it’s a good idea to use fundraising postcards to put your message in front of your supporters 
each month. You don’t need to ask for donations. What you want is mind share, pure and 
simple. And the best way to do that is to put a colorful message and great image in their hands 
on a monthly basis. Using a Non-Profit Postage rate makes this very cost effective. 

2 - Saying Thank You 

Non-profits cannot say “Thank You” to their donors often enough. Why not use a postcard for 
saying “Thanks To You…” at least once a year? 

Example: “Thanks To You… 5 seniors were able to stay in their home this year.” superimposed 
over a photo of senior getting assistance in their home or the community. 

Providing a powerful visual of someone clearly in need of assistance along with a message 
thanking your donor for their help is an emotional reward for giving back to their community. 

Another way to use fundraising postcards to say thank you is to send a handwritten message to 
a new donor on a Thank You For Your Support card. Send it immediately after receiving a 
donation because it’s a quick and easy way to say thanks. 

3 - Demonstrating A Need 

Just like a thank you card can use powerful visuals to trigger an emotional response, a picture 
demonstrating a real need that your non-profit addresses is a good method for reinforcing the 
importance of your non-profit. 
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There are many ways to add extra meaning to the image you use on your postcard. One of the 
best is to show just how great the need is and how small a percentage of that need is being 
addressed due to funding constraints. 

Again, you are not doing a direct “ask” for donations. What you are doing is communicating a 
need and demonstrating just how large that need is compared to what your group is currently 
doing today. 

4 - Introducing Your Non-Profit 

You can also use postcards to introduce your non-profit to potential new supporters. One good 
way to do that is by renting a mailing list of like-minded donors who have given to other similar 
causes. 

The cost is much lower than both online and offline advertising. And, by using a qualified list 
you can target people who are more likely to make a donation, become a supporter, or 
volunteer to help in some other fashion. 

Your non-profit can also use a mailing list shared by another nearby group or they can 
inexpensively use postcards as a bulk mailing by targeting certain income ranges and other 
demographics. It’s all about getting your message in front of as many prospects as possible with 
the most effective spending. 

5 - Prompting Year End Donations 

The year-end ask doesn’t have to be done only through an appeal letter. You can also use a 
fundraising postcard as a preliminary prompt for end-of-year giving and to lay the groundwork 
for a higher success rate. 

The whole point is to get some mind share before doing the ask. Three months ahead, you can 
start mentioning your year-end drive through a long-term social media content roll out. 

Two months before year-end, mail out a fundraising postcard that doesn’t ask for money. Use it 
to set the stage by announcing your year-end fund drive while recapping your accomplishments 
in factual terms. 

Your image should convey a feeling of hard work and progress, but one of an ongoing need. The 
work is progressing, but the problem we’re addressing is growing by “X% rate” and that’s why 
we’ll be making a big year end push to secure funding to meet the growing need. 
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YOU MUST SPEND MONEY TO RAISE MONEY  

The metric to watch in fundraising is not cost. It’s cost-effectiveness. Do you know the saying you have 

to spend money to make money? The saying is true for fundraising as well. 

When fundraising you have to spend money to raise money.  

“That’s not in our budget” are not words that should be used when you are discussing ways to 

implement a direct mail fundraising campaign.  

How much you spend, when you spend, and how you spend it, should be determined not by some 

arbitrary number on your budget but by the return you anticipate from spending that money.  

What many members of volunteer boards fail to grasp is that increased spending must precede 

increased income. If you want your donation income to increase, you must first increase your spending 

on promotion (think brochures, letters, advertisements, seminars).  

If you want your major gift income to increase, you must first increase your spending on identification 

and cultivation (think database research, travel, solicitation materials).  

So, the question your board should be asking is not, “How much can we afford to spend on a direct mail 

campaign?” but rather, “What is the anticipated return if we spend this much?”  

To persuade your board or your executive director to spend money when you have limited resources, 

you may need evidence. If you have proof from past campaigns that you can spend 20 cents and raise a 

dollar, show that proof. If you can demonstrate from a test mailing to a rented list that you can acquire 

new donors at a cost of only $15 each, and that they will pay for themselves within six to 12 months and 

have a lifetime value of $1,000 and six years, show that proof as well.  

Even if you do not have proof from prior campaigns, rest assured, a cost effective direct mail and digital 

campaign with the assistance from Prime Pacific Partners, you will more than break even. We will sit 

down with you and show you how to calculate the effectiveness of your campaign so you can measure 

your results. 

Warren Buffet, Bill Gates and other titans of business have never liked to spend money any more than 

your board does. But they like to spend money if the anticipated return on their investment is attractive. 

That’s why they spend billions of dollars a year on acquisitions that show up on the Costs line of their 

budgets.  

 

Your direct mail campaign will be justified when you compare the cost  

to the income you receive on your investment.  
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Certified USPS Mailpiece Design Professionals  

 

 

 

 

 

 

WHAT WE DO 

We create affordable marketing campaigns for our clients utilizing both digital and print 
materials.  

Our Certified USPS Mailpiece Design Professionals also ensure you get the most  cost-effective 
postage rates for a timely and successful mailing.  

We work closely with the Postal Service to help you navigate the application and certification process, 

ensuring it’s streamlined and doesn’t hold up your mailing or add additional costs.  

We will also make sure your non-profit receives the Non-Profit Postage Rates if you qualify. 

We created this white paper about direct mail marketing because we want to help you with creating and 

printing the most effective marketing materials possible for increasing donations to your non-profit. 

We hoped to point out a few key strategies to keep in mind when you implement your program. 

Combining both digital and print will create an even more cost effective and productive campaign. 

When you are ready to create your next marketing campaign, look to us and our partners for 

professional service, expert advice, and great ideas for your print and digital materials. We are here to 

serve you and help you build your non-profit. 

 

Contact us today! 

Print 2 Mail Partners a division of IMC 

800.433.4679 

www.Print2Mailpartners.com 
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