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Our recent white paper on Fundraising and Analytics: Data Driven Insights Drive Measurable Net Revenue 
explored concrete example of organizations adding immediate and significant value through answering four key 
strategic questions:

ANSWERING FOUR KEY STRATEGIC 
QUESTIONS

Who is the audience? 

The segments or individuals targeted within your fundraising program.

What is the offer? 

The offer, ask string, creative, and style for the fundraising ask.

When do you engage? 

The timing and cadence of donor or prospect engagement.

Where do you engage? 

The media (outbound promotion) and channels.

http://merkleinc.com/
http://www.merkleinc.com/thought-leadership/white-papers/marketing-strategies/nonprofits/fundraising-and-analytics#.Vfw6i3bD_IU
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It is important to turn analytic power towards one of the most pressing challenges faced by today’s fundraisers, 
building a revenue generating acquisition program. There are three main levers to generate more net revenue 
within a professionally run acquisition program. The last paper laid out strategies to accomplish the first two 
levers and this paper will focus on the third. 

Focus on generating a larger pipeline, but bigger isn’t always better and can often lose revenue in the long run. 

Target more valuable donors instead of a pure volume focus.  

Cutting costs while generating more revenue from each targeted prospect.

The most efficient cost trimming exercises are those that do not trim gross revenue. In a well-run program, is 
that even possible? An effective place to seek cost savings is one that often overlooked – the costs of outside 
lists. Improving your list strategy starts with a focus on the donor. Best practices have told us in the past to set 
the strategy at the list level, but in today’s world, the organizations that are seeing success have gone deeper and 
focused on the donor.     
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2Scherer, Michael. How Obama’s Data Crunchers Helped Him Win. CNN, November 8, 2012 
http://www.cnn.com/2012/11/07/tech/web/obama-campaign-tech-team/index.html

THE POWER OF ANALYTICS

Challenge:
While shifting organizational goals from high volumes of donor acquisition (many of whom were low-dollar donors) 
to a focus on net revenue, Arthritis Foundation was looking for all opportunities to cut unnecessary costs.

The Result
The Foundation reduced its annual list cost investment by 42%, saving annually in list cost alone. In cold 
acquisition, Arthritis Foundation also saw a $4.00 increase in average gift and increased its member percentage [% 
of donors giving above a minimum threshold] from 54% to 71%. See Figure 1

CASE STUDY: Arthritis Foundation
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THE POWER OF ANALYTICS CONT.

Case Study (cont.)

Approach:
Merkle developed a unique List Source Optimization (LSO) approach that leveraged individual-level 
data and advanced analytics to make list decisions. The basic concept is to stop paying for duplicate 
names.  

Analytics and optimization are at the heart of the List Sourcing Optimization solution. At a high level, Arthritis 
Foundation’s LSO strategy was organized into three interconnected analytical components:

 Optimization score creation

 Simulation and optimization

 Recommendation and measurement 
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LIST SOURCING OPTIMIZATION 
SOLUTION

Merkle created an optimization score for each individual record within each list. This score was essential for 
reducing list overlap and determining the optimal mailing depth for each list source. The multi-step process 
included determining unbiased response rates at the list level. Merkle moved Arthritis Foundation away from 
a traditional “credited on” attribution approach and focused on an unbiased “appeared on” response attribution 
(see Figure 2), essentially assigning response to each of the lists on which an individual appears instead of the 
list to which an individual is randomly credited.  

The final optimization score was calculated based on a formula consisting of both individual-level response 
score and data cost. 

Next, Merkle focused on reducing overlap within these lists and building a target universe via the most efficient 
lists (i.e., those with high coverage and response plus lower per-name cost). Using an iterative simulation 
process based on the Foundation’s objectives and the optimization score, Merkle reduced Arthritis Foundation’s 
name overlap from 39% to only 14% one year later. In that year, the highest overlap on a given list fell from a 
whopping 60% to 20%!

Figure 2
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Example	  Technique:	  Use	  unbiased	  list	  a7ribu9on	  

•  Response	  is	  assigned	  to	  
each	  of	  the	  lists	  on	  which	  
the	  individual	  exists.	  	  

•  This	  unbiased	  approach	  
allows	  us	  to	  look	  at	  the	  true	  
performance	  of	  each	  list.	  	  

•  Response	  is	  randomly	  
assigned	  to	  a	  single	  list,	  
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paid.	  

•  Remaining	  lists	  do	  not	  get	  
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List sourcing recommendations were primarily based on these final optimization outputs. Ultimately, the 
recommendation included both existing and new test lists identified through innovative techniques such as Dry 
List Testing (DLT). In general, lists with zero mailing quantity outputted from the optimization process were 
discontinued. Marginally performing lists were identified for price negotiations, so their ROI can be increased 
by ensuring that their cost is commensurate with the expected performance. The highest performing lists served 
as the backbone for Arthritis Foundation’s list purchase strategy.

Reconsider your Sourcing Models

The traditional list sourcing model is broken. Often, list recommendations are made based on aggregate level 
performance data. Most organizations do not have the capability of using individual-level data or advanced 
analytics to make list decisions. Furthermore, the list brokers do not have the right incentives to fix the model. 
They have the incentive to recommend the data they “know” (oftentimes their own data) and to ensure that 
their clients buy more names from a more complicated list array. The right strategy is driven by an unbiased 
approach to optimization and fully aligns with your cost efficiency and performance goals. Simply put, you 
need the same group who sets your acquisition strategy making the lists decisions instead of a group focused on 
list building itself.

In this white paper, we have taken a deep dive into a significant cost saving opportunity. This opportunity 
can only be unlocked through the insightful use of analytics. These analytics must be applied in an unbiased 
environment concentrated on building the right contact pool with the least expense. Leveraging individual 
level data, attributing response appropriately, and reducing unproductive overlap can not only produce dramatic 
savings in list costs, but is a framework for any successful fundraising targeting strategy.

LIST SOURCING OPTIMIZATION 
SOLUTION
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technology-enabled performance 
marketing agency and the largest 
independent agency in the US for 
CRM, digital, and search. For 
more than 25 years, Fortune 1000 
companies and leading nonprofit 
organizations have partnered 
with Merkle to maximize the 
value of their customer portfolios. 
The agency’s heritage in data, 
technology, and analytics forms the 
foundation for its unmatched skills 
in understanding consumer insights. 
When combined with its strength in 
performance media, Merkle creates 
customer experiences that drive 
improved marketing performance 
and shareholder value. With more 
than 2,700 employees, the privately 
held corporation is headquartered 
in Columbia, Maryland with 14 
additional offices in the US and 
offices in London, Shanghai and 
Nanjing. For more information, 
contact Merkle at 1-877-9-Merkle  
or visit www.merkleinc.com.
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At Merkle, Chris is a senior leader in our Quantitative Marketing Group and 
leads a team of talented analysts leveraging advanced predictive techniques 
to drive net revenue and build donor pipelines for some of the leading 
nonprofits in the country. He strives to drive insight into donor data across all 
fundraising programs, use this knowledge to build constituent engagement 
that maximizes long-term donor value, and ensure his partners thrive today 
while building a foundation to advance their mission over the long term.

Chris brings to Merkle over 10 years of experience in nonprofit marketing, 
analytics, and thought leadership, having previously served on the Executive 
Committee at the leader in higher education marketing. Chris has had the 
opportunity to partner with some of the largest and most recognizable 
institutions in the country to leverage personalized marketing to achieve their 
enrollment and advancement goals. Prior to his time in higher education, 
Chris held various analytic positions in financial services. Chris holds a BS 
in Systems Engineering from the University of Virginia and an MBA from 
the Darden School of Business. 
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Mary Ann Buoncristiano brings 25 years’ worth of data experience to our 
clients and team.  Her work includes the development of data solutions to 
capitalize on Merkle’s analytic capabilities to drive insights and revenue 
for our clients.  The innovative use of data allows us to uncover customer 
insights and determine which customers are most profitable and identify new 
customers for our clients.  She leverages her knowledge and experience in the 
data marketplace to offer online and offline data solutions to create integrated 
multi-touch point acquisition campaigns.  Her work also includes leading the 
measurement and reporting critical to our accountability.  

MaryAnn has worked with the largest marketers, in all arenas during her 
career enabling them to acquire new customers at a successful investment 
level, including AARP, Arthritis Foundation, World Vision, American Bible 
Society, Geico, DirecTV, The Hartford, AIG, MetLife
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