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Things to Keep in Mind

• Acquisition is a long-term commitment. Acquiring new donors is 
expensive, but the value of  these new donors and the long-term 
benefits far outweigh the initial cost. 

• If  you create a program with high quality stewardship you will quickly 
see your ROI improve dramatically. It’s much less expensive to retain 
donors than it is to acquire them. 

• The acquisition process will unveil major and planned giving 
prospects in the most cost-effective manner. 

• You’ll want the most effective and cost-effective solicitations you can 
craft. But when you consider the multi-year giving potential of  these 
donors, acquisition ROI is generally very strong. 



The Donor Pyramid

Life Gifts

Major Gift 
Donations

Transitional 
Donors

Major Annual Donors

Ongoing Annual Support

Donor Acquisition Programs



Program Assessment 



– How many new donors are you acquiring each year?

– What is your current donor retention rate?

– Do you have a fundraising plan in place to secure the 

sustainability of  your organization for ten or twenty years 

from now?

– Have you discussed a plan for acquiring new donors with 

your senior leadership?

Ask Yourself 



Creating a Plan



– Direct Mail

– Digital 

– Social Media

– Phone

Multi-Channel Communications

In today’s world you must use multi-
channel communications in order to 

elicit the highest response rates. 

Consistency of  message and timing 
across all platforms is crucial to draw 

new donors in. 



Take Inventory of  your Database

# of  Current Donors (1-3 years back)

# of  Lapsed Donors (4-5 years back)

# of  Long-Lapsed Donors (5+years back)

# of  Non-Donors (no giving history)

Determining Audience

In-House List

Do you have enough constituents to create a campaign?

Have you done any wealth screenings or data analysis on your donor groups 
in order to pull in ideal candidates for an acquisition campaign ?



Donor Profile

• What does your average donor look like?

– Age, Income, Giving Interests, 

Location, etc.

• You can now target potential donors on 

your list that look like your average 

donor. 

*Diocese of  Joliet Example

Data Analysis

Wealth Screening/Appends

• Identify ideal prospects for major gift 

campaigns and annual fund 

campaigns with ratings or scores

• Identify philanthropic interests

• Identify personal interests



• Use your donor profile and pull in potential 
donors who share the same attributes.

• Look for prospects who give to other 
organizations that have a similar mission as your 
own.

• Target prospects with higher incomes, net 
worth, and philanthropic giving in order to 
attract higher quality donors.

• Partner with the right list purchase company.

Purchasing a List



– Case for Support

• Is it clear and 
concise?

– Direct Mail Appeals 
and Communications

• Do you have an 
emotionally 
compelling story?

• Does your letter 
address “Why me & 
Why now?”

• Is your message 
donor-centered?

Messaging



• Your should be setting up direct mail appeals at least 3 times per year.

• E-blasts should ideally go out before and after the mailing hits homes.

• It’s recommended that you mail to at least 3,500 – 5,000 in order to cast a 
wide enough net.

• You will want to keep the same mailing list for at least two years before 
marking anyone do not mail.

• Look at your communications calendar in order to determine when is the 
best time of  the year to place these acquisition appeals.

Timing and Consistency



Measuring Results



“Successful direct mail fundraising, be it renewals 

or acquisition, is built on the foundation of  testing 

and measuring.” 

The Fundraising Authority

Measuring Results



Average National Direct Mail Response Rates 

• Donor = 7-9%

• Lapsed Donor = 2-3%

• Non-Donor = .5-1.5%

Also, remember if  you are using a purchased list, these 
prospects have no prior connection to you, so it can take up to 

5-7 touches before they consider engaging with your 
organization.

What to Expect



When using different segments make sure 
to code your response cards and online 

donation forms in order to clearly identify 
each segment

Tracking Your Segments



Mail Analysis



Retention



How many of you know your current donor 

retention rate?

Example:

If  1,000 donors gave in 2018, and only 400 of  those same 
donors gave again in 2019

(400 ÷ 1000) x 100 = 40%



Timing You Can’t Do One Without The Other

• The donor retention rate was 45.5% in 2017 (AFP 2018 Study Results)

• The greatest gift loss comes from new donors who give only once.

• Most donors leave because they don’t feel the love. There’s no sign of  a 

potential relationship with your organization.

You cannot grow your programs if  you don’t concentrate on keeping the 
donors you have and increasing your prospect pool.  You must do both!



“Thank You” Strategies

• Welcome Kits

• Personalized cards with a special 

insert inviting to engage further 

with your organization

• Letters

• Handwritten, if  possible… hand-

signed, for sure.

• Personalized info – no jargon

• Emails

• If  donor has asked for this type 

of  communication

• Videos

• Personalized videos thanking the 

donor – especially after a major 

gift

Thank You Comes in Many Varieties



Acquiring Donors in Times of Crisis
• Strike a balance between acquiring new donors and focusing on engaging the 

donors you have.

• Previous studies have indicated organizations that continued to fundraise and 

engage with donors following events like the 2008 recession emerged stronger 

than non-profits that completely halted their programs.

• Organizations who focused on enhanced donor stewardship (think: impact 

reports, personalized thank-you letters and phone calls, and volunteer 

engagement) in addition to continuing acquisition tend to recover more quickly 

following a giving slump.

• Tell them what you need and explain the impact it will have.



Re-cap & Take-aways

• Donor acquisition is an investment, not an expense.

• It all starts with your data. Start with your in-house 

database before exploring purchased lists.

• You have to put just as much effort, if  not more, into 

retaining your donors as you do acquiring them.

• Your fundraising program will never grow without an 

active and consistent donor acquisition strategy.
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