DIRECT MAIL IS NOT DEAD
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Unless you have been living under a rock, you have undoubtedly been the recipient of literally hundreds of emails regarding depressed performance — and a depressing situation overall.

We hear about how to spark interest in email, or even on the phone, but we have heard little about direct mail — with the exception of, in my opinion,  short-sighted strategies to pull out of the mail completely to save costs.

Here is the situation as I see it:  Yes, response rates and average gifts are down.  Some organizations are seeing small declines, and others are seeing large ones.  And like the rest of the world around us, these shortfalls are impacting organizations in ways not felt before.  Staff is being cut.  Programs are being cut.  And, of course, marketing and fundraising budgets are being cut.

But pulling out of the mail completely to save costs is not the answer.  Rather, this is a short-sighted, easy answer to a complex issue.  I was happy to see the article featured in yesterday’s Agitator by Jeff Malloch.  I think his points are well taken — and I couldn’t agree more.  And to take it one step further . . .

With all the talk about downturns, no one has talked about what IS working in the mail.  Or how to weather the storm while remaining in the mail.  

First and foremost: Create compelling reasons for giving and engaging.  Many organizations try to shield and protect their donors, not wanting to evoke alarm.  But frankly, this is an alarming situation!  Donors need, and want, to know what is happening.  They support your organization because they care about your mission.  If that mission is in jeopardy, or programs are on the chopping block, this is important news — news that is likely to generate action and response.  

Next: Do not be afraid to mention the 800-pound elephant in the room.  The economic situation is bad — for you, me and your organization.  Remark on that, carefully, and with prudent ties to your ask.

Speaking of ask, ask those that will respond.  Now is not the time to hit every name for whom you have information.  Look at your data and carefully segment your audience.  This might also be a very good time to apply your learnings on channel responsiveness.  In other words, maximize your response and minimize your costs by some multichannel efforts based on communication track.  Identify direct-mail responsive versus telemarketing responsive versus email responsive — and target appropriately.  (Hint: Be careful, however, to coordinate your messaging, so donors who might be included in both receive consistent messaging.)

Think about ways to get your responses and revenue in the door quickly.  It’s time to get creative.  Can your mail piece drive people to a URL (coded for tracking) to give people the option of giving online immediately?  Can you use a matching gift deadline?  

Now, a word on acquisition.

Drastically scaling back —or removing acquisition all together — is a BAD IDEA.  Every organization experiences annual donor attrition.  The industry standard for nonprofits right now is about 30–40% of multiyear donors, with first-year donors being even higher.  So to remain stable in size . . . you can run the numbers.

Acquisition is an investment, and in tough times, it is easy to eliminate anything not bringing money in the door. Doing so might save you this year, but in the next two to five years — make no mistake — you will feel the burn.  With less donors to resolicit, costs will increase and revenue will decrease — putting you in a far worse position.  Worse still, with the economy forecasted to remain this way for the next few years, WHEN will be a good time to return back to prospecting?  See the vicious cycle?

I understand this sounds very simplistic, yet it is far from it.  But you can remain an active player in the prospect game — if you are wise.  

· Stick to tried-and-true core acquisition lists.

· Review your messaging and update as needed for more compelling information. 

· Consider including lapsed donors, or perhaps low-dollar active donors and even no-money petition signers.

· Review your donor value by list, and target future acquisition to the best front-end lists.

· Do a critical review of your production, and develop ways to reduce costs by ganging, comingling and other cost-saving measures.

This is undoubtedly a frightening time — and we are trying to figure out how to survive.  But as with your dwindling 401(k) and value of your home,  things will rise again.  Don’t panic. And remember, direct mail is not dead.  
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