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If we just trusted our instincts, 

marketers probably wouldn’t use 

the data-driven best practices 

we’ve come to rely on. 

Introduction
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In today’s session

Confirming all 
assumptions 

with data, from 
top-level trends 

to individual 
campaign 

performance.

Dispelling 
myths through 
testing or other 

sources.

Accessing the 
data needed to 

strategically 
guide our 
programs.

Introduction
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Three-pronged approach: using data to 

guide your program 

• Using readily available benchmarking reports.

Industry-level 

• Creating donor level metrics to provide 
information about the profile of your program.

Program-level

• Developing a solid testing plan to guide 
campaign level strategy.

Campaign-level
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INDUSTRY-LEVEL 

INFORMATION
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Industry-level trends: using data to confirm 

assumptions

Many industry-level data points exist to confirm or 

dispel common myths:

Overall Trends

• Should we be 
raising more 
money online? 

• Should we be 
acquiring more 
millennials?

Benchmarking

• Is my program 
“normal” and how 
do we stack up 
against other 
organizations?
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Top-level industry trends will provide guidance on how 

organizations are raising money, specifically when it 

comes to questions about online fundraising. 

Industry trends: direct marketing 

fundraising

Online up 9.2% in 2015.

Source: Blackbaud 2015 Charitable Giving Report
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Industry trends: direct marketing 

fundraising

Less than 10% of giving is online. 

Direct mail is 80%.

Source: Blackbaud’s 2014 State of the Not-for-Profit Industry Report 
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Industry trends: who is giving?

“Should we be raising money from younger 

donors?”

Readily available industry 
reports can illustrate the 
age trends at a top level.

Younger donors (under 
40) don’t respond well to 

direct marketing. 
Typically they need to 

“grow” into being a donor.

The long-term value of 
“millennials” does not 

compare to that of older 
donors – the upfront cost 
is too much to offset with 

future revenue.
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Industry trends: who is giving?

Using age overlay information, analyzing productivity in 

appeals and acquisition can illustrate the impact of 

older donors.
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Industry Benchmarking

Using readily available benchmarking reports 

allows for comparison to the industry and 

individual sectors.

Provides quarterly industry 

updates and offers individual 

organization benchmarking.

Provides annual online 

benchmarking tools.

Provides online and other 

benchmarking information.

Provides industry-level 

trends and insights.
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PROGRAM-LEVEL METRICS
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Program-level trends: creating donor-level 

metrics to illustrate areas of opportunity

Analyze your file to confirm assumptions, dispel myths, 

and answer key questions.

What is my 
retention rate and 

is it healthy?

Where are my 
major donors 
coming from?

How old is my 
member base?

Are my members 
giving to other 
organizations?

What is the break-
even point for my 

acquisition 
program?
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Friends of the Smithsonian: Reviewing key 

metrics

Reviewing key metrics like retention can provide 

insight into the health and stability of the file:

If problems exist, this view can also help identify downward 

trends.

For the Friends

program, 

retention is 

overall very 

strong!
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Friends of the Smithsonian: Major Donor 

Pipeline

Analysis of $1,000+ members by join level illustrates 

that 84% started below that level.

For many organizations, the direct marketing program

provides a strong pipeline to the major giving program.

84%

16%

<$1,000

$1,000+

Average time to 

upgrade is 8-9 

years for most 

programs.
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Friends of the Smithsonian: Age profile

Performing an age append can answer the often-

asked question “how old are our members?”

For Friends of the Smithsonian, members skew older than the industry 

profile.

Generally speaking, 

direct-marketing 

responsive members 

are older, and younger 

groups will “grow into” 

giving.
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Using age as a segmentation tool

For one performing arts organization, appending 

age provided useful information to boost 

performance for a prospect “ticket-buyer” universe.

Segmenting “age 50+” from “under age 50” led to a response rate that 

was 4 times higher for the older group!

0.05%

0.20%

under 50 over 50

Response Rate using Age

Using age information has helped the 

organization increase the productivity 

of its acquisition mailings by 

removing younger prospects, 

therefore saving on expense.
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Friends of the Smithsonian: Giving profile

Overlaying the number of other organizations your 

members give to provides insightful information:

For Friends of the Smithsonian, members are very philanthropic and 

give to many other organizations.
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This view highlights 

competition in the mailbox 

but can also serve as a 

reminder: members do not 

belong to any one organization.
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Estimating the break-even point for 

acquisition

Calculating the break-even point for your acquisition 

program can provide a comparison to the industry 

as a whole.

3-5 years to break 

even is 

considered 

strong by 

industry 

standards!
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Quantitative and Qualitative analysis

Focus groups and member surveys can answer 

questions like:

What messages 
and topics do 
our members 

respond best to?

Why do my 
members give to 

my 
organization? 

What are key 
sources of 

information for 
my members?
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Quantitative and Qualitative analysis

Rather than using guesswork or anecdotal 

feedback, quantitative and qualitative information 

can give real information and remove assumptions.

Note: Don’t take this 

analysis at face value – use 

it to inform your testing 

strategy!
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CAMPAIGN-LEVEL DATA
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Campaign-level trends: using testing to 

guide your program

When in doubt about the best techniques for your 

direct marketing program, test to create the data-

driven answers you need.

Testing is essential to 

a healthy, productive 

direct marketing 

program.
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Campaign-level trends: using testing to 

guide your program

Each organization is different and 
not all best practices are universal.  

Use testing to determine what 
works for your organization. 

Test making incremental or large changes, seeing 
their impact, while minimizing overall risk.

Testing helps find ways to improve performance, 
can save money and improve the bottom line.
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How to set up your test

To ensure valid testing results, it is important to 

follow the guidelines below:

Ensure the 
statistical 

significance of 
your test – use a 

sample size 
calculator to 

accurately project 
your panels.

Ensure the goal 
of the test is 

clear – what will 
be the measure 

of success?

• 20% lift in response 
rate? 10% lift in 
average gift? 15% 
reduction in cost?

Test one 
element at a 

time to isolate 
the impact of 
the variable 

change.

• Carrier? Copy? Ask 
string?

Choose tests 
where there is 
a “reason to 
believe” the 
change will 
improve the 
campaign.

• What information 
informs the testing 
decision?
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How to measure your test

It is important to accurately read the results of your 

test, beyond just “eye-balling”:

A difference in results may be insignificant and 
within the margin of error.

Use a calculator designed to identify significant 
differences before determining a winning test.

Use roll-out costs to extrapolate the true impact of 
the test at full quantities.
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Testing to boost response

30% increase in 

response rate, and 

20% lift in average 

gift!
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Testing to boost response
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Matching Gift Testing

Matching Gift No Matching Gift

76% 

higher!

94% 

higher!

For many organizations, testing the inclusion of a matching gift 

can dramatically raise revenue/thousand.
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Testing to raise average gift

22% increase 

in average gift 

without 

lowering 

response rate!
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Testing to save costs

Higher response rate (10%) 

and average gift (8%), AND 

lower cost!
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Testing: What you think may work often 

does not…

518% higher 

response rate!

Postcard

6x9 Package
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Testing: What you think may work often 

does not…

6% higher 

response rate, 

5% higher 

average gift!
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Testing: What you think may work often 

does not…

Control package

Test package

Test package

290% higher 

response rate, 

121% higher 

average gift!
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Summary – Data-driven decisions will serve 

your organization best in the long run

Industry-level information

Benchmarking

Industry trends

Program-level metrics

Key metrics

Appending data to 
provide insight

Campaign-level data

Testing

• Cost

• Response rate

• Average gift
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Questions?
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John Perell

Director of Direct Response 

and Shared Services

Smithsonian Institution

PerellJ@si.edu

202.633.2042

Kerri Kerr

Senior Vice President 

Avalon Consulting Group

kerrik@avalonconsulting.net

202.429.6080 x116

Allison Porter

President

Avalon Consulting Group

allisonp@avalonconsulting.net

202.429.6080 x 102

Thank 
you!


