
Direct Mail Fund Raising Overview  

Purpose The most important purpose of d/m f/r is to provide an 
organization with the dollars it needs to carry out its ministry. Although 
d/m also serves the purpose of helping communicate with and activate 
donors, d/ms primary purpose is to raise funds. The most common 
mistake heads of organizations make is to confuse d/m f/r with donor 
communication/education. It is imperative that all packages are focused 
on persuading the donor to make a contribution upon receiving/reading 
the appeal letter.  

Prospecting  

A. In order to build a donor file, organizations must go out into the 
market and find individuals  willing to support its work with free-
will offerings/contributions. This is an expensive, and almost 
always, money losing venture. In today’s market (due to the high 
cost of materials and postage), a return of .80 for every dollar spent 
is considered a good return on investment. The percent of 
individuals making contributions to the organization is not as 
critical as is the amount of actual dollars brought in.   

B. Successful (using the above parameters) prospect packages are 
RARE. One leading ad executive compared prospect packages to 
the salmon going upstream to spawn. Not many actually make it.   

C. Before designing a package to mail, it is necessary to determine the 
MARKET of people who will receive the mailing. A list broker 
can help make sure that the people you choose to mail to are of a 
like mind with the organization. These names can be either current 
or former subscribers to magazines, newspapers and periodicals 
whose editorial bent is the same as the organizations. The names 
can also be either current or former donors to organizations that 
have a similar cause as the organization’s. For example, a pro-life 
group ought not to send prospect appeals to people who support 



Planned Parenthood.   

D. Prospect packages, in order to be successful, must include:  

1. ENVELOPE:  

a. Either standard-window (s/w) or closed-face (c/f). Most 
prospect packages use s/w carriers because they keep 
costs down. When using s/w there is no “match” to 
worry about. The reply becomes the address piece and 
shows thru the window. When using c/f, although it 
generates higher returns, it costs more for the package 
because the reply piece (with the donor’s name and 
address) must be “matched” to the carrier which also 
has his name and address printed.   

b. Excellent teaser copy on the outside envelope (the carrier). 
Keep in mind, the only purpose for having an outside 
envelope is to keep all the inner components together so 
that they can be mailed. As a result, it is a necessary 
piece. Since it is necessary, and since it is the first item 
of the package a prospective donor sees, it must be of 
such a nature that it INVITES or TEASES the recipient 
to open it and see what’s inside. If the prospect never 
opens the envelope, it doesn’t matter what you have 
written inside; it will never be responded to.   

2. The LETTER inside the envelope must include the following:   

a. Easy-to-read copy. This must be motivating. It must be written with 
short words  

(generally to an 8th grade level), in short sentences, formed into short 
paragraphs. People don’t read d/m letters so much as they scan them. 
Make it easy for readers  



to scan the letter. Draw attention to the really important points of the 
letter using bullets, or arrows, or highlighting, or double indentations, or 
bold, or underlining ... or a combination of any of these.  

b. There must be a lot of “white space” in the copy. This makes it 
look as though it will not take a major investment of time to read. 
Proper use of white space also facilitates scanning the copy.   

c. The sender has 12 SECONDS to grab his reader’s attention. 80% 
of all time spent on writing a d/m letter should be spent on the 
opening line.   

d. The “problem” needed solving must be noted right up front. It 
must be something that is “pre-sold.” If the sender has to explain 
that there’s a problem, he’s already lost the battle for the reader’s 
attention.   

e. The copy must address the reader’s concerns NOT the 
organizations “solution”.   

f. Within the first couple paragraphs the donor must be 
ASKED/INVITED to DO  something – mail a postcard, sign a 
petition, complete a survey, make a phone call. This gets the 
potential INVOLVED and makes him more receptive to support 
the organization.   

g. The letter needs to provide a credible solution to the problem 
noted. And the project the prospect is asked to join must also be 
credible.   

h. The organization’s accomplishments must be noted so as to 
establish credibility and assure the prospect his dollars will not be 
wasted.   

i. There needs to be some sort of listing of well-known people who 



endorse the work of the organization.   

j. There needs to be a PS at the end of the letter. After the opening of the 
letter, this is the next thing prospects read (because they turn the 
letter over to see who it’s from and their eye catches the PS). The 
PS needs to be a NEW THOUGHT from the letter, strong enough 
to motivate the prospect to make a contribution; or at the very 
least, to go back and read the entire appeal. It should be short, no 
more than eight lines.   

3. The REPLY must be short and easy to follow. The dollar boxes 
ought to stick out like a neon light.  

a. It is ESSENTIAL that the prospect’s name and address appear 
somewhere on the reply. Since the reply is usually used as 
the address piece showing thru the window of the envelope.   

b. It is also ESSENTIAL that the “mail code” of the package be put 
on the reply. This enables the organization to track the 
mailing to see how well (or poorly) it did. When used in 
prospecting, it also tells how well or poorly the particular list 
that provided the prospect’s name is performing.   

4. The RETURN ENVELOPE is one of two types: RAE or BRE  

a. RAE stands for “Return Addressed Envelope.” It is a c/f 
envelope that is already  addressed to the organization. There 
is NO POSTAGE on it. The potential donor must put his own 
f/c stamp on the envelope. This tends to diminish returns. 
However, if the prospect package uses a “survey” or “poll” as 
its involvement device, it is wise to use an RAE because far 
more people will give their opinion than will include a 
contribution. It is a waste of money to include a BRE (see 
next item) with a prospect package that asks people to fill out 
a survey or poll.   



b. BRE stands for “Business Reply Envelope.” The organization’s 
name is printed on this envelope as well, however, there also 
appears the organization’s BRE permit number, fim mark 
(the solid black bars at the top of the BRE and also along the 
right side) and bar code (which runs along the bottom of the 
BRE). These three   

III.  

items are given to the organization by the post office and must be had 
before printing the BREs because these markings distinguish a particular 
organization’s BREs from others and makes sorting (and charging fees) 
easier. The organization pays the f/c postage for each BRE the post 
office receives (along with a small processing fee). The advantage of 
using a BRE is that it makes it easier for a prospective donor to send in a 
contribution – he doesn’t have to look for a stamp but can take action 
while motivated. Once the donor sets the reply aside, even for a just a 
moment, to look for a stamp, his emotion becomes to cool and he may 
end up not sending in the contribution. NOTE: It is highly recommended 
that the words “Your stamp here will help reduce costs” be placed in the 
upper left corner of the BRE. The post office will issue a credit to the 
organization for every f/c stamp on a BRE.  

Housefiles (h/f)  

A. These are the lifeblood of the organization. Once a prospective 
donor has made a  contribution to the organization, his 
names/address/contribution are put into a computer file. At least 
ONCE A MONTH this donor is asked to make another 
contribution. It is important to keep in mind that the dollars 
generated from PROSPECT go to pay for the prospect program. 
However, the dollars netted from HOUSEFILE mailings go to 
operate the ministry. These letters follow basically the same 
formula as the prospect with the exception that there is no need to 
“re-sell” the donor with lots of testimonials and endorsements.   



B. Successful h/f mailings are URGENT in tone; but not necessarily 
strident. They should rouse the donor’s anger and convince him to 
DO something that will help advance the organization’s 
agenda/cause. A common maxim of d/m is: “People give money to 
fight enemies, not to win friends.”   

C. Again, though, the purpose of the h/f is to bring in the dollars 
needed to operate the ministry. Every part of the letter should be 
focused on that end, including the reply.   

D. It is important to establish a personal relationship with the donor. 
Just as people give money to fight enemies, so they give to people 
– not to an organization.   

E. People who give $50 or more on a regular basis should be treated 
more specially than lower dollar donors. These people should get 
first-class (f/c) letters, sent in c/f envelopes, and be personalized 
(both first page of the letter and the reply). They should get a 
stamped RAE (see Return Envelopes above) to send in their 
contribution.   

F. Lo-dollar givers should receive packages in s/w carriers and sent at 
the non-profit postage rate. Responses are sent back in BREs.   

Thank You Program Although one of the most important elements of a 
successful d/m program, it is often one of the more overlooked. When 
someone makes a contribution to the organization he has, in a sense, 
thrown himself out of an open window. He’s now floating and anxiously 
waiting to be caught. The “thank you” letter is the safety net that catches 
him. It provides him with a psychological hug: “Hey, got your 
contribution. It arrived just in the knick of time. I put it to use right away 
to .... Thank you very much. Your sacrifice is not in vain. Your hard-
earned dollars will be put to great use and bear much fruit. God bless 
you.” To know the feeling of anxiety I am describing, it is recommended 
that the person handling the d/m program make a $50 contribution to an 



organization. See how long it is before a “thank you” is received. And 
note the inner anxiety while awaiting acknowledgement of the 
contribution’s being received. No one wants to waste money or feel he’s 
been taken advantage of. The “thank you” note alleviates those worries. 
But to do so, it must mail WITHIN ONE WEEK of receiving the  

IV.  

V.  

contribution. By including a BRE along with the “thank you,” the 
program should not only pay its own costs in repeat contributions, but 
also net some revenue for the organization.  

Major Donor Program – Anthony, Jerry should flesh out this 
part. Invariably, 20% of an organization’s donors will supply 80% of its 
funds. This 20% are the organization’s top donors. This is why these 
people should be handled with extreme care. They should receive:  

A. Special mailings every month. These letters must make the donor 
feel as though he’s an  insider, part of the inner circle of the 
organization. The letters must be sent out in c/f  envelopes, have 
the donors name and address typed or hand-addressed, must be 
mailed f/c.   

B. Everyone who makes a contribution of $500+ should receive a 
PHONE CALL within one  week of receipt of the gift. The call 
should be made by the head of the organization. Be profusely 
grateful. Tell all that the gift will enable the organization to do. Do 
NOT solicit another contribution with this phone call.   

C. Periodic phone calls from the director or top executive of the 
organization. These should solicit funds ... as well as introductions 
to friends.   

D. These people should be NOT get the standard, monthly appeals.   



Data Processing  

A. Like the “TY” program, this is one of the most essential 
components of a successful d/m  operation, and yet terribly 
neglected. What good is it to have a phenomenally successful 
prospect campaign where the organization nets money ... only to 
fail to accurately capture the donor’s name and address and 
contribution amount? Accurate record keeping is the oil that 
lubricates a d/m program. Proper record keeping allows:  

1. Selecting the people who need to get special treatment.   

2. Identifying individuals who may be capable of becoming major 
donors.   

3. An organization to focus its energies and limited resources on 
individuals most likely to  support the ministry with a 
contribution.   

4. Knowing which projects/programs appeal to which donors   

B. Information to record:  

1. Donor’s title (Mr., Mrs., Dr., Gen., etc) and full name (first, 
middle initial and last)   

2. Donor’s complete address: house number, street, apartment 
number, suite number   

3. Donor’s city, state and zip code (nine-digit if available)   

4. Donor’s contribution amount, date, and mail code.   

5. Every contribution should be noted so as to provide a donor 
HISTORY for the  organization (this will enable the 



organization to identify those people who give  multiple 
contributions in a given year)   

6. Phone number   

7. E-mail address (if applicable)   

8. The manner in which the donor made his contribution: check, 
credit card, internet.   

C. Bottom line: You can’t know too much about your donors. You 
can’t record too much information.   

	


