
 

Individual giving can be broken down into three broad channels: supporter 

acquisition, supporter retention and supporter development. Before we look 
at the mechanics of each channel, let’s explore what we mean by the terms 

acquisition, retention and development. 

 
Acquisition 
This is the practise of recruiting new supporters or members to a cause. 

Acquiring new supporters or members can take many forms; signing-up new 
people at events and open days, press ads, TV and radio advertising, face-to-

face recruitment in the street and direct mail are all common methods used 
by UK charities. 

 
Supporter retention 

Once an individual has given their first gift to your cause you should do 
everything possible to keep them interested. If you wish to ask for further 
gifts and develop their support you must look for ways to inspire and engage 

them further. Welcome them to your cause, thank them for their support and 

tell them how their gifts are making a difference. And do it as regularly and 
personally as you possibly can. 
 

The quality and regularity of your communications is a key factor in 

determining how long your supporters continue to give to your cause. 
Considering the time and expense of recruiting new supporters it really is in 
your best interests to put every effort into keeping them. 

 
Supporter development 

As supporters become more engaged with your cause you will naturally want 
to develop and enhance the relationship. Supporter development is the 

process by which not-for-profits increase the commitment of supporters by 
increasing and/or broadening their method of support. 

 
The foundation of supporter development is having the best database 
available to you. Your database can be as simple (and inexpensive) as a 

spreadsheet holding names, addresses and a history of gifts to a bespoke 

database tailored to your needs and activities (and, of course, there are a 
number of excellent off-the-shelf packages on the market too). Remember 

too that a database is only as good as the data that is recorded on it. If you 

are going to look after your supporters properly and segment audiences 
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What is donor segmentation? 
Donor segmentation is a means 
of breaking down data by pre-
defined criteria in order to form, 
for example, ‘best prospect’ 
groups.  
 
For instance, typical 
segmentation for direct mail 
activities is often based on when 
the supporter last gave, how 
many times they have given and 
the average value of their gifts. 
 
But segmentation doesn’t stop at 
donors and their financial 
transactions with your 
organisation. You can segment 
on geography, age, preferences 
and anything else for which you 
hold data. The key is practical – 

you want to group people 
together who will respond to a 
similar type, style or frequency of 
communication.  
 

effectively you must make sure that your data is accurate and up-to-date at 

all times.  
 

The first stage of supporter development should be in the welcoming of new 

supporters. The Welcome Pack should thank the supporter for their gift and 
provide more information about your organisation: your vision, examples of 
your work and how your cause will benefit from their gifts. Use your welcome 

pack to inspire your new supporter with insights … try to avoid using lots of 
statistics. 

 
The Welcome Pack will often be your first opportunity to develop a 

relationship with your new supporter or member. Don’t forget that the 
primary function of the welcome pack is to thank the supporter for their gift 

but don’t be afraid of softly introducing other forms of support such as 
volunteering, regular giving or legacies. 
 

After the Welcome Pack, every subsequent 

communication should be sent with a view 
to developing the supporter’s loyalty and 
introducing new means of support. Most 

organisations send regular newsletters to 

their supporters or members. As well as an 
option of carrying a ‘soft’ cash ask (i.e. a 
gift form included within the newsletter but 

no direct ask for a gift), newsletters are an 
excellent means of introducing new 

methods of support. 
 

If your organisation sends cash appeal 
letters, pay particular attention to 

segmenting your data and prompting at an 
appropriate level. This will help you keep up 
good response rates and enhance levels of 

giving across your database. When 

segmenting your data, remember that the 
key factors are value of gift, frequency of 

gift and how recently the supporter last 

gave. Your best performing supporters will 

usually be those who have given to your 



 

cause several times and within the last year. 

 
Having looked at the broad channels of acquiring, retaining and developing 

your supporters, let us consider the mechanisms you may wish to employ in 

doing so. 
 

Acquisition 
 

For any organisation considering a programme to gain support from 
individuals, the entry into the market can be achieved in a number of 

different ways. 

 

However, recruiting new donors is one of the most challenging parts of 
developing an individual giving programme.  Most donor recruitment activity 

is perceived as a business risk, as charities rarely break-even on donor 

recruitment in the first year. Thus expenditure on donor recruitment should 
be viewed as a long-term investment. 
 

A good starting point in developing your donor recruitment strategy is to look 
closely at your current supporters, if you have them, and identify any 

common denominators. What do you know about them? Are the individuals 
mainly male or mainly female? Are they mostly younger adults, middle-aged 

or mature in years? 
 

Use your findings to inform the types of people you will attempt to recruit in 
future. If you find that your current supporters are largely made up of 
women aged 55 years and older who have given donations of £35 or more, 

you can use this as your most basic criteria when choosing audiences for 

further recruitment. 
 

So now you’ve decided your best prospect audience, how will you go about 

winning their support?  

 
The following acquisition methods are the most commonly employed by 

charities to try and achieve focused donor recruitment across a discrete range 

of media appropriate to the key target markets. 
 



 

Does your organisation have the infrastructure 
to support a direct mail programme? 

Direct mail involves laying out relatively large sums of 
money. Executed well, it can become a relatively 
predictable and profitable income stream. But it is a 
long-term investment and you’ll need considerable 
skills, resources and processes in place before you 
start mailing. These are some of the questions that 
you will need to ask yourself before embarking on a 
direct mail programme …   
Do you have staff with the skills and time to operate 
the direct mail programme? Do you have the 
resources to quickly and accurately process gifts and 
thank donors? Do you have the means to record gifts 
and use your database to get the most from your new 
supporters? Do you have ‘giving products’ in place to 
develop your new donors? (such as ‘a £10 donation 
buys food for a week’ or ‘sponsor a child’s education’) 
 

Direct Mail 

Direct mail is the targeted 
distribution of personally 

addressed packages 

through the mail.  It is the 
most popular method of 
recruiting new supporters 

in the UK charity market. 
 

Direct mail offers flexibility 
through opportunities for 

testing, as you have the 
ability to control what is 

sent out, when and to 
whom. 
 

A key strength of cold 

direct mail is its high 
impact value. It can carry a different message to each recipient while having 
the advantage of allowing a large amount of information to be presented in 

one go. And, as well as giving wider creative options for design and colour, 

direct mail allows a highly personalised ask. Through the purchase of cold 
lists of like-minded potential supporters, direct mail presents the non-profit 
organisation with the opportunity to write using personal contact details and 

a targeted ‘ask’.   
 

The response rates for cold charity direct mail are typically around 1 – 1.5 per 
cent, with an average gift ranging from £13 to £25.  

 
However, the recruitment of large numbers of supporters by direct mail will 

not be an option for many smaller or ‘niche’ not-for-profit organisations. 
Bearing in mind that only a fraction of direct mail acquisition campaigns 
break-even, start-up costs can be prohibitive for small organisations. The 

long-term benefits of a well-executed direct mail programme can be great. 

But you will need to put a great deal of thought into the cost, your audience 
and whether or not your organisation has the infrastructure to facilitate a 

direct mail programme. 

 



 

Inserts 

Inserts are loose-leaf paper or card leaflets enclosed in papers, supplements 
and magazines. The flexibility of the medium means that they can be used in 

different colours, shapes and sizes and there is room for a lot of information 

to be included. They normally carry a coupon or telephone response number.  
Inserts work because they draw attention to themselves before the reader 
has a chance to get distracted by the editorial of the magazine. 

 
Inserts have grown hugely in recent years and are now the fourth largest 

direct marketing medium in the UK. 
 

The use of inserts enables charities to target readers effectively through 
specialist publications with a similar profile of its key target markets.  

 
Inserts typically cost from £30 - £70 per thousand for circulation, with an 
additional production cost, which will vary greatly depending on volumes 

used.   Response rates are typically 0.05 – 0.25 per cent, but can often 

recruit donors of higher value and loyalty than those recruited by direct mail.  
Average gifts are usually higher too, being in the range £17 to £30. 
 

Door-dropping 

Door drops are un-addressed leaflet packages delivered through the 
letterbox. They have a high impact value as people tend to notice them and 
pick them up, also they can be cheaper to undertake, as there is no 

additional postage or list buying costs. They can be highly effective for 
geographically fixed audiences as they use postcode sectors for targeting. 

 
To be cost-effective however, it is necessary to use very, very large volumes 

as response rates are typically below insert levels, and this can often preclude 
smaller organisations from using this medium. 

 
Face-to-Face & Door-to-Door solicitation 
These are essentially parallel methods of recruitment, which is usually a 

personal solicitation (ask) on the doorstep or in the high street for a 

committed gift.  A number of independent agencies undertake this for 
charities in the UK through various different methods.  For Door to Door, one 

of the most successful is the soft-sell sensitive approach, where on the first 

approach a booklet containing information about the work of the charity and 

some suggested supporting levels is left with the householder. The canvasser 



 

returns a few days later to collect the booklet, at which point the householder 

has either read the booklet and is interested in signing up or isn’t. There is 
typically a 1 in 10 hit rate for this method. 

 

The return on investment for this method can be excellent as the payment is 
typically by commission e.g. you only pay for donors recruited. Therefore 
after the first year all of the income will be net to the charity. This method 

helps to recruit a long-term secure base on which to build.  The most recent 
research shows it currently only really works best for household name 

charities with national profiles and established brands or local charities within 
specific regions or catchments. 

 
On average, the typical gift level is around £3.50 - £6.00 per month (£42 - 

£72 per annum). 
 
Take-ones 

Take-ones are typically leaflets or postcards that are positioned in holders 

located in sites appropriate to specific target markets.  Take-ones, like 
inserts, allow the testing of various creative propositions and include an 
appropriate response device. Take-ones allow greater flexibility of response 

and distribution allowing donors to be recruited over a longer time period.  

 
However this is a very slow method of recruitment and is unlikely to provide 
significant numbers of donors.  Additionally, sites need to be located and 

agreed well in advance and sometimes these are not often ideal matches for 
reaching target audiences. 

 
Events and networking marketing 

Many smaller non-profit organisations simply don’t have the resources or the 
infrastructure to facilitate the recruitment methods described above. These 

organisations instead aim for more localised acquisition of new supporters 
through events and networking.  
 

Events can be a cost-effective means of bringing together like-minded people 

and prospective supporters. For regional and ‘niche’ not-for-profit 
organisations events and networking is not only more cost-effective, it is 

likely to yield better acquisition returns than national direct marketing 

campaigns.  

 



 

Supporter retention and development 
 
Once recruited, building long-term relationships with donors is essential to 

develop a long-term sustainable income base for the success of the charity.  
It can take between 12 to 18 months before a new donor has become of 

positive financial benefit to a charity. 
 

This concept is known as relationship fundraising and has been defined as: 

 
‘An approach to the marketing of a cause which centres not around raising 
money, but on developing to its full potential the unique and special 
relationship that exists between a charity and its supporter.’ 

Ken Burnett, author and fundraising consultant  
 

As more and more charities use sophisticated marketing techniques for 

fundraising, traditional donors are becoming more selective on which appeal 
to support.  Therefore, developing relationships with donors is fundamental in 
enabling charities to differentiate themselves from other competitive appeal 

requests.  Every charity has to provide a high quality and efficient service to 
its donors to develop loyalty and increase the overall lifetime value of the 

donor to the cause.  
 

At its most simple level, the key to developing loyal donors lies in maintaining 
a meaningful dialogue with them over time. Donors need to feel that they are 

appreciated and that their efforts on the charity’s behalf have made a positive 
impact. 
 

This loyalty can only be achieved through the careful development and 

implementation of a donor recognition programme that should include the 
following techniques: 

 

• Welcome Pack – Thank you letter and information booklet about the 
organisation, and other ways to support e.g. legacy, committed gift etc., 
dispatched by return of post. 

• Newsletters – Reminds donors of benefits of supporting the cause, 
informs them on success of current projects supported, and helps to 
promote other charity services e.g. legacies. Should be dispatched two to 
four times a year, if the donor has agreed to receive it. 



 

• Special Invitations – To events and open days help to make donors feel 
really involved and valued, they are a particularly useful way of rewarding 
high value donors. 

 

In addition to this donor recognition programme, it is important to give 

donors the opportunity to become more involved in the cause through. This is 
known as donor development.  
 

An effective donor development programme should aim to increase the 

supporter’s level of involvement with your organisation through a smooth 
process that puts the donor in control (i.e. it doesn’t involve putting the 

donor under undue pressure). 

Good donor development should offer regular opportunities for the supporter 
to increase their level of involvement in ways they choose.  
 

If your organisation produces a newsletter, this is the ideal vehicle for cross-

selling other means of support (e.g. regular giving, legacies, participating in 
sponsored events, attending events). By cross-selling other methods of giving 
in the newsletter, the donor is in control of the situation. They don’t feel 

pressurised because you are giving them a range of options and asking them 
to contact your organisation if they are interested. 

 

Some organisations periodically take a more direct and aggressive approach 
to developing their donors. Provided the audience is selected carefully and 

the materials appropriate and sensitive, this approach is okay. A common 

example of the direct approach to increasing levels of support is the selection 

of frequent cash donors to receive a regular giving ask. 
 

Even if a donor chooses not to support your organisation in other ways, it is 

possible to increase their level of support through upgrading. Regular givers 
might receive an annual request to increase their gift by a specified amount.  
Increasing the value of cash donors’ gifts can be more subtle. By regularly 

asking for a slightly higher amount than the donor’s current average gift in 

cash appeals, you can gently increase their level of giving until you reach the 
individual’s ‘ceiling’. 
 

Committed Giving 
Regular monthly giving through direct debit or standing order is one of the 

most cost-effective ways to support a charity. It allows donors to support the 



 

cause through regular monthly gifts typically starting between £2 - £10 per 

month. It has a number of advantages for a charity: 
 

• It helps a charity plan for the future as regular givers stay for an average 
of 4 years. 

• It saves administration costs for ‘thanking and banking’.  
• It helps to spread the risk relying on a large number of small gifts. 

• It helps with donor recruitment as the low monthly sums appeal to a 
broader range of people. 

• It helps a charity to build a secure and sustainable income base on which 
to build for the future.  

 

This can be achieved through a number of different methods: 
 
Straight to committed giving 

Most not-for-profit organisations have traditionally recruited new supporters 

through a cash gift with a view to converting them to a regular gift through 
ongoing communications. This model of ‘donor progression’ has been 
superseded by a more aggressive form of ‘ask’.  

 
Today, many not-for-profit organisations are recruiting new supporters 

straight to regular gift by face-to-face fundraising, inserts, mail and through 
television advertising.  
 

Cash to committed giving 

The cash to committed gift conversion is usually undertaken through special 
donor communications (mail/phone/e-mail). Many organisations will 
specifically target selected cash donors at least once a year and reach out to 

the entire donor base through cross selling opportunities (e.g. welcome packs 

and donor newsletters). 
 

All donors should be given the opportunity to upgrade to greater levels of 

commitment and loyalty. This can be achieved through a number of different 
methods; the success of each method will depend to some extent on the 

recruitment method originally used.  These can include: 
 

Telemarketing 
This involves contacting existing supporters by telephone and asking them to 

increase their committed gift. This can be outsourced to a specialist 



 

telephone fundraising agency. This method should be used for supporters 

who have been donors for at least a year and only planned for year two of 
the individual giving programme. 

 

Direct Mail 
This involves writing letters to existing supporters to ask for gifts usually to 
support specific projects. Donors recruited through traditional acquisition 

methods such as cold direct mail, inserts, and leaflets tend to respond more 
positively to this type of upgrade than a telephone upgrade.  A cash donor 

programme will normally involve a programme of at least four cash appeals a 
year (Spring, Summer, Autumn and Christmas.) 

 
Therefore, when building a donor base, it is important to recruit a balance of 

committed giving supporters (i.e. people who provide unrestricted regular 
income via direct debit, standing order etc) who will give predictable, 
sustainable income and cash supporters who will fund specific project 

appeals. 

 
 
Individual giving case study 1 

WRVS 

 
WRVS is an age positive charity that offers a range of practical services to 
help and support older people to live well, maintain their independence and 

play a part in their local community. 
 

In 2004, the WRVS Senior Management Team took the decision to implement 
an individual giving programme. The decision was taken with a view to 

increasing revenue and expanding income streams.  
 

The implementation process started with a competitor analysis and a review 
of internal processes. Because the start-up investment into the individual 
giving programme was relatively modest, sound internal procedures for 

thanking and developing donors was viewed as key to long-term success. 

 
Because WRVS were not in a position to produce their own direct mail, 

agencies were appointed to advise on strategy, write copy and produce 

appeals.  

 



 

The WRVS supporter acquisition programme consists of: 

 
• Cold mail (cash ask only) 

• Volunteer to supporter acquisition (cash ask) 

• Face-to-Face fundraising (straight to committed giving) 

• Door-to-door fundraising (straight to committed giving) 
• Take-ones (distributed through WRVS retail outlets) 

 

Once recruited, depending on the stream they were recruited to, supporters 

receive the following: 
 

• 4 Appeals 

• 2 Newsletters 
 
Through consistent messaging in direct marketing communications, WRVS 

opened up major gifts, legacy fundraising and in-memoriam giving as income 

streams.  
 
The growth of WRVS’ individual giving programme has generated much 

needed income and raised the profile of the charity in recent years. The 
programme returned a positive return on investment in year 4 and continues 

to go from strength to strength. 
 
Individual giving case study 2 

SpecialEffect 

 
SpecialEffect is a charity dedicated to helping all young people with 
disabilities to enjoy computer games. For these children, the majority of 

computer games are simply too quick or too difficult to play. SpecialEffect 

helps them and their parents to find out which games they CAN play, and 
how to adapt those games that they can't. 

 

SpecialEffect is a relatively new charity providing a small number of people 
across the UK with life-changing equipment and computer software. The fact 
that the charity is ‘niche’ means that it will probably not appeal to a wide 

enough audience to make mass donor acquisition a viable income stream. 

SpecialEffect currently has three main sources of income: Trusts and 
Foundations, sponsored events and Events fundraising. 
 



 

Through the patronage of former Leicester Tigers and England Under 21 

rugby player Matt Hampson, who benefited from SpecialEffect following a 
disabling injury, the charity has excellent backing from the world of Rugby. 

This has led to SpecialEffect’s individual giving programme being centred on 

people signing up through various sporting events and software 
demonstrations. 
 

The charity produces a range of ‘take one’ leaflets for use at events. The 
leaflets have done much to raise the profile of the charity as well as much 

needed income for the work of the charity. 
 

Legacy marketing, major gifts and an in-memoriam programme are all 
possibilities for the future. However, because it is a ‘niche’ charity, 

SpecialEffect is not likely to enter into national direct marketing activities. 


