
1.	 How	to	create	your	perfect		
year-end	appeal:	with	
20	examples	to	ensure	
maximum	donations.

2.	Video	of	the	month:			
					Hide	and	Seek.	

Direct Forum is a free email newsletter containing useful direct marketing tips, news updates and 
how-to information. It’s convenient, informative and I am not trying to sell you anything!
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How	to	create	your	perfect	
year-end	appeal:		

with	20	examples	to	ensure		
maximum	donations.

WHY	A	YEAR-END	DIRECT-MAIL	APPEAL?

Because	nearly	one	third		
of	annual	giving

occurs	in	December.	
                               (Source: NEON CRM)
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28%	of	non-profits		
raise	between	26-50%	of	
their	annual	funds	from	

their	year-end	ask.	
                                            (Source: NEON CRM) 

WHICH GROUP GIVES 
THE MOST?

As shown below older donors 
give the most through multichannel 
appeals as indicated in red.

DONOR RETENTION RATES
AGE ONLINE

ONLY
OFFLINE

ONLY
MULTI 

CHANNEL
18 - 24 19% 24% 50%
25 - 34 22% 25% 55%
35 - 44 21% 24% 54%
45 - 54 21% 24% 52%
55 - 64 22% 26% 58%
65 -74 24% 29% 62%
   75+ 26% 26% 59%

(Source: Blackbaud Target Analitics donor Centrics 
Benchmarking) 

HERE ARE THE PROPOSED 
CHANNELS:

Direct	Mail	is	the	most		
popular	medium	for		

year-end	asks,	followed	by		
email	and	in-person.	

                                            (Source: NEON CRM) 

Start with direct mail because it  
still provides the best opportunity to  
solicit funds for charities, followed  
by emails. 

CRAFTING YOUR LETTER.

Make sure your letter is donor centric.  
It should not be about your charity, but 
about how your donors can help the 
people or the cause that you cater to.

Example 1: United Nations year-end  
letter.
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Copywriters who are obsessed with 
projecting endless desperate need 
should beware because this could be 
counter-productive. As the late Elsworth 
Howell, founder of Grolier Enterprises, 
pointed out: Direct mail is basically 
an impulse sale. Sad stories could 
misfire unless they have a happy ending 
and that happy ending was because 
those donors responded in the past.

Another word of advice, probably 
one of the most effective ways is to 

concentrate on messages which are 
generally optimistic and even joyous.  

Example 2: This Make-a-Wish 
letter that I wrote, and several other 
pieces that I created for them, told an 
inspirational story about a child with 
a terminal illness and other kids who 
needed help, thus allowing donors to 
relate to their stories. It encouraged 
them to give by letting them visualize 
who they would potentially be helping.



Example 3: Similarly, for Special 
Olympics Ontario, uplifting stories 
about one child worked best. They 
consistently delivered staggering  
results for years. I should know,  
because I helped create them for  
over 6 years.

 

Results: This last mailing had a 
25.76% response—that’s a donation 
from 1 out of every 4 people 
and an ROI of over 103.5%. 

 

 

Tell a memorable story. Stories 
involve and captivate your readers.

Example 4: This Heart House 
Hospice letter told the story of one 
person’s loss in the most telling way. 

Results: This mailing had the 
best results beating all other 
previous mailings with twice the 
amount of funds generated.

Dear Ms. Sample,

The holidays are almost here… a difficult time of year for anyone  
who has lost a loved one.

Two years ago I lost my beloved husband, James, to pancreatic cancer.   
Our children, Ella and Lucas, lost their fun-loving dad.  He was only 45  
and battled bravely, but in the end, his medical treatments became  
ineffective.  It was at that time, his doctor told us about Heart House  
Hospice and the HUUG Program.

Initially, I was hesitant to accept any help.  There was so much happening  
in our lives, I didn’t want there to be more change.  But, I felt lost and  
helpless, and needed more than just our friends and family support.

Our Hospice counsellor, Leora Kleynhans, guided and supported us 
through the difficult steps we had to take. I remember her words, “This 
moment will strengthen your trust with your children and give them time 
to prepare.”   Some families don’t get that time.  She motivated me every 
step of the way to find the inner strength to become the guiding light for 
my children.

I saw first hand the compassionate care Leora provided.  She made a 
world of difference.  

Heart House Hospice  was of great assistance to Ella and Lucas. Their 
HUUG counsellor, Kimberly Blackmore, met the children several times 
while James was still alive.  On one visit, James and I made our handprints 
on a ceramic plaque, one for each child.  Their counsellor chose the words 
“these hands will hold your heart forever” to be hand painted on it. 

Since his passing, the children and I continue to attend monthly events 
by the HUUG Program.  My children get to meet other children who have 
also lost a parent.  They’ve made friends, and I have found a community  
of other families and a place that understands us. It’s always hard for 

James was the 
most fun-loving  
Dad to Ella and 
Lucas.

November XX, 2018

<Ms. Joan Sample>
<Address 1>
<Address 2>
<Address 3> 

1-855 Matheson Blvd. E., Mississauga, ON L4W 4L6 

<Ms. Joan Sample>
<Address 1>
<Address 2>
<Address 3> 

YES! I WISH TO HELP GRIEVING CHILDREN & THEIR FAMILIES.

We DO NOT sell, trade, or share our mailing list. 
To volunteer, please call 905-712-8119. 
Please return this form with your donation in the postage paid envelope.  
Official receipts will be issued for gifts over $25.                                      

.
Heart House Hospice, 1-855 Matheson Blvd. E., Mississauga, ON L4W 4L6 
Tel: 905-712-8119 •  Fax: 905-712-4029 •  Charitable Tax No. 132155011 RR0001

Here is my gift of   $35   $50   $100   $250   $500 gives
                                                                  gives 1 child   2 children 
                                                                                a teddy bear   a teddy bear
I prefer to donate $ ____________  

Telephone: 

Email: 
  I would like to receive my tax receipt by email

PAYMENT METHOD

 I have enclosed a cheque payable to Heart House Hospice 

 Please charge my credit card:

M   M   Y   Y

Name on card:       

Signature:      

Card Number
Expiry date

THANK YOU!

q            q           

          YEAR-END APPEAL

Ms. Sample, 

I cannot thank you enough for your  

valuable support this year. 

Now, I hope after reading this letter, you 

will consider making another donation to 

help grieving children and their families. 

Thank you.

To help a child all year long, select the monthly giving option on reverse.
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NEXT, IF YOU ADD AN ENGAGEMENT DEVICE, 
 IT WILL FURTHER DEEPEN YOUR DONOR RELATIONSHIP 

AND WILL GENERATE EVEN MORE FUNDS.

That’s because nearly 90% of marketers 
believe that interactive content allows 
your donors to relate to the piece and 
makes it more memorable, involved 
and immersed in your organization.

Example 5: This year-end appeal for  
the Good Neighbours Club (now named 
Haven Toronto) sent a New Year Card 
to donors but told them it was not for 
them. The letter asked donors to sign 
the card and send it back, so that it 
could be given to a homeless person 
as he ate a Christmas dinner made 
possible by the donor’s contribution.

THE NEW YEAR CARD:  
(the interactive device)

Results: It generated enough funds to  
feed 2,810 homeless men turkey dinner  
on Christmas Day, a return on 
investment of over 847%. (It raised  
twice the amount as the previous year.) 
Donors even sent notes with their donations.
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The basics of direct marketing  
fundraising letter writing.

1. MAKE IT A PACKAGE DEAL
 Don’t just start writing a letter; think about the whole package   
 including the outer envelope, the contents of the letter, the Post   
 Script and the donation forms.

2. EVERY LETTER THAT IS NOT PERSONALIZED IS  
 COMPROMISED
 Your database contains a list of your donors by name, address,   
 and postal code. Address your donors by their names. If you   
 are writing to an acquired list of donors you should have their   
 names too.

3. GRAB THEIR ATTENTION
 Your first line is crucial. If you don’t capture their attention at   
 the very beginning they will not bother to read your letter.
 Some hints:
 •  Issue a command: Here is a most unusual Greeting Card. But   
     please don’t keep it!
 • Make it newsworthy: Every day 750 people die of HIV/AIDS in  
  Kenya.
 • Ask an intriguing question: What’s the biggest thing you can fit  
  into an envelope?
 • Start telling a story: Johnny is going to see his dad today. And  
  he is terrified.

4. MAKE IT CONVERSATIONAL
 Writing a letter is like starting a conversation; you’re breaking  
 the silence. It should be full of “you” and “our” and “we” and   
 “your” but mostly “you”—because you are talking to your donors  
 and want them to recognize your belief that they are important.
 Some hints:
 •  Keep sentences short as if you are chatting—long run-on   
  sentences are daunting to read; 
 • And do remember to include that word “you” (The word YOU  
  is GLUE)
 
5. YOUR STORY
 One of the most powerful ways to get your reader’s attention is   
 storytelling, so focus on one individual (child/person/animal).   
 Create a personal story, especially one that strikes an emotional   
 chord. This very often elicits a better response from potential   
 or existing donors.

It’s Not Just What You Say.

It’s How You Say it.

Story telling is the most 
powerful form of
communication.

4
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Example 6: This United Way appeal 
used an insert to tell one individual’s 
story, while the letter was used to 
tell why donations were necessary 
and where the money would go.

    Example 7: This Make-A-Wish  
    piece used a holiday card as the  
    involvement device.

OTHER INTERACTIVE DEVICES:  
INSERTS, HOLIDAY CARDS OR ANY OTHER 

MEANS TO ENGAGE YOUR DONORS.
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4
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Example 8: This year-end mailing 
included a personalized bookmark that  
was sent to a select group of high-end  
donors for the charity Integra, as a 
thank you for their continued support.

The result: It received $10,600 and 
got a 45% response from the 65  
recipients who got the mailing. How 
valuable was that? Would the donors 
discard the bookmark with their own 
name? Not in a million years according 
to Dale Carnegie, who said: “There’s no 
sweeter music than the sound of your 
own name”. 

Example 9: I have even used stamps  
and stickers because they are highly 
involving—they make it clear that some  
action is required; just like this Yes/No  
sticker below, that was added as an  
actionable device. Even a NO sticker  
response was valuable because it only  
said not this time.

 

Example 10: People like to belong.  
So if you have a membership program, 
then send a  
membership  
card. You can   
personalize it,  
list benefits  
and even  
provide  
contact  
information . 
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1. Use a larger envelope if possible.  
It will stand out and not be missed.

Example 11: Use a 9’’x 6” envelope 
instead of a #10, it won’t cost any more.

2. Use a separate full-page donation 
form and use the back to highlight what 
you have achieved the year before. 

Example 12: This will show your donors  
where their money was spent.
        SIDE 1                                                                SIDE 2

3. Use part of the letter to show donors 
the impact of their last contributions.

Example 13: 

OTHER SUGGESTIONS FOR SUCCESS:
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YOUR DIRECT MAIL APPEAL  
SHOULD BE FOLLOWED BY EMAILS. 

ONLINE GIVING IS ON THE 
RISE. A look at year after year 
changes shows an overall increase of  
1.2% over the last 12 months. As 
various factors continue to impact 
different subsectors in unique ways,  
organizations should also monitor 
trends in their subsector.   

(Source: Blackbaud Index of 2020 
Quarterly Charitable Giving.)

AND BECAUSE EMAILS at the end 
of the year take on a special urgency.
SO THE NEXT QUESTION 
BECOMES: How many 
fundraising emails should a charity 
send at the end of the year?
ANSWER: Four (at least). Yep, 
that struck me as a big number, 
too. But research proves it works. 

                      (Source: NEON CRM)

YOUR PROPOSED DIRECT MAIL 
DROP DATE:

I recommend that you launch the 
end-of-year fundraising direct mail 
campaign in the 2nd week  
of November; no later than  
November 9, 2020. 

YOUR PROPOSED TIMING OF 
YOUR EMAILS:
 
Send first email one week before the 
direct mail drop date during the week 
of November 2. This is called  
PRIMING YOUR DONORS, so they 
are more open to your messages. 

Example 14: Start by telling them 
how their  
donation  
helped in  
the past.
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YOUR DIRECT MAIL APPEAL  
SHOULD BE FOLLOWED BY EMAILS. 

Send your second email during the 
week of November 26. Send an email 
to your donors that can also be used 
on other social media platforms.

Example 15: 

Send the third email close to or on 
Giving Tuesday: December 1, asking 
donors to give on Giving Tuesday.

Example 16:

Send your final email close 
to December 27, as a final 
reminder to donate.

Example 17:

HERE	IS	THE	REASON	WHY!	

12%	of	all	giving	happens	
on	the	last	3	days		

of	the	year	
                                            (Source: NEON CRM) 
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FINALLY, EQUALLY CRUCIAL IS  
A THANK YOU RESPONSE TO YOUR DONORS.

How quickly and how well you  
respond to your donors is crucial. 
This is a vital step for retaining 
your current donors and making 
sure they donate year-after-year.  

Send an email the moment you receive 
their donation. Think of Amazon—they  
respond the moment you make a 
purchase with an email thanking you  
for the order. That’s why they are  
number 1 in the business.

Example 18:

 

Mail a thank-you note along with 
their donation tax receipt:

Example 19: 

 

Thank them with a video:  
Here’s an link to one:

 https://my.causevid.com/
myvideo/41/625790/168707/

Example 20:

If you need help with copywriting, design or both  
I would gladly work within your budget.

However, if you have already created your package, just send it to me 
and I will happily give you my professional opinion and suggestions 

on how to ensure optimal results at no cost. 



Video	of	the	month:		
Hide	and	Seek.

Credits 
Client: Refuge, UK.
Sound Design: Neil Johnson
Editor: Jack Williams
Production Company:750mph
Director: Lucy Bridger
Producer: Ailsa Vanessa Tappin

  This video from a UK charity  
called Refuge, a place for women 
fleeing domestic violence, used a  
boy who is counting down to drive 
the film and get the viewers in his 
shoes and to quickly realize he is  
not playing the game hide and seek 
but instead counting down to distract  
himself from his parent’s sound of 
arguments and shouting. Really well 
done and quite engaging.
Here’s the link:
https://youtu.be/FXQ-X8WZK84

PAGE 12

DIRECT FORUM OCTOBER 2020

CONTINUES ...



OPT IN, OPT OUT, OPTIONS:

 
To subscribe, email me at: 
billy@designersinc.ca

 To download back issues of my  
newsletters go to ‘Freebies’ on my website: 
www.designersinc.ca

To unsubscribe, send me an e-mail simply 
saying, “Please, remove.” To participate, 
send me an email with your suggestions.

To post a comment, please include your 
name, email address and your thoughts.

Let me remind you that your name and/or 
e-mail address will never be shared, sold, 
circulated, or passed along to anyone else.

BKS Fundraising/Designers Inc. 
1806-77 Harbour Square 
Toronto, ON 
M5J 2S2

© Designers Inc.
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