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INTRODUCTION

The next generation of direct marketing fundraisers place the donor at the center of the organization. We hear that 
frequently in our industry, and we’d all agree that the donor’s experience should look as follows: a highly personalized 
experience where the nonprofit understands me, gets what I need, paces engagement to match my level of interest, 
talks with me – where and when I want – and delivers an experience that gets better the more time we spend together. 
From the nonprofit’s perspective, donor-centric fundraising delivers a truly great donor experience, and ensures we 
focus seamlessly on the most valuable donors across the enterprise.

STATE OF THE FUNDRAISING INDUSTRY TODAY

Today, rather than centering on the donor, most organizations center their direct marketing on channel-focused, RFM 
(recency, frequency, monetary value) segmentation programs, with behavioral segmentation and targeting layered in for 
select situations. We look more closely at these three elements: 

1. Organized by Channel: Most nonprofits organize their development team around channels – direct mail, online/
digital, telemarketing, customer service/call center, etc. Not only do the individual departments have separate 
reporting structures, they each have their own departmental strategy, goals, budgets, and revenue targets. They 
aren’t incented to work together, and typically they don’t collaborate across channels or departments.

2. RFM Segmentation: The nonprofit segments are based on donor value and giving lifecycle stage (i.e., prospect, 
active, lapsed). That means we impose our definition on the donor – you’ve lapsed and when you were active you 
were worth ~$265 per year (in direct mail) – so you should get a certain offer, contacted with a certain frequency, 
and that promotion shouldn’t exceed a certain cost.

3. Behavioral Overlay: The behavioral component attempts to further refine the RFM segmentation with simple trigger-
based marketing. For example, as a donor, if you just gave your first one-time gift, and it falls within a certain range 
then we’re going to contact you via telemarketing to present a monthly giving offer. 

Is this approach wrong?

Historically, organizations have raised billions of dollars in small gifts using this direct marketing approach. There are 
valuable best practices embedded in this approach. It does have limitations though, and in the end, the shortcomings all 
center on relevancy.

The new way forward centers on the donor’s motivation and reasons for giving, from which we craft a donor experience that 
is truly relevant to each donor, incorporating the personalized case for giving, offer, creative, and media plan.

WHAT IS NEEDED TO IMPLEMENT A DONOR-CENTRIC FUNDRAISING STRATEGY?

We work from a framework defining the essential elements of a donor-centric fundraising program and organization. 
This pairs the core elements with questions to test your nonprofit’s readiness and progress in evolving your fundraising 
program.

The opportunity is to make the donor experience truly connected to, responsive to, and 
aligned with the donor’s personal values, affinity, and needs. Today we use RFM signals 
as a proxy for the donor’s real relationship status with the organization. We can do better. 



3 JEFF PATRICK AND LEAH VAN ZELM
1.877.9MERKLE | MERKLEINC.COM | © 2015 MERKLE INC

The core elements are as follows:

1. Donor Strategy: Do you have a fully functional enterprise segmentation definition – one driven by motivational 
segments, targetable in online and offline channels, including donor value (LTV), channel preferences, and 
motivations/reasons for giving? Are the enterprise segments shared across the fundraising organization?

2. Experience Delivery: Are you building donor journeys? Do they assemble the right media mix that also targets and 
personalizes the journey for each segment and for each donor?

The following enablers are necessary to support the development of the core elements:

3. Organization: Do your fundraising departments share a unifying structure, donor vision, and common fundraising 
goals that allow them to collaborate productively across an integrated, cross-departmental program?

4. Data and Data Infrastructure: Do you have a 360-degree view of your donors? Does it integrate online and offline 
donor records, transactions, promotion history, and fundraising costs?

5. Financial Strategy: Are you able to measure and attribute the value of donations to the individual marketing 
touchpoints across the multi-channel promotion? Are you using that attribution for bottoms-up campaign planning 
and top-down budget planning and optimization?

Integration is Not Donor-Centric Fundraising

Many people reference integrated, multi-channel, or omni-channel fundraising. We see integration as a by-product of donor 
centricity. When you craft the right definition of the donor, then personalize the donor experience to that donor definition, you 
naturally present the donor with an integrated experience. The experience leverages the particular media mix (i.e., integrated 
channels) right for each donor segment, and typically the media mix differs from segment to segment. Integration is essential 
to donor centricity but integration alone is not sufficient.

A practical point on integration – cross-channel, cross-program, or across departments – integration requires hands-on, test-
and-learn, tactical experience, too. Pairing the top-down, donor-centric framework with a bottom-up optimization is central 
to success.

DEFINING THE DONOR AND THE DONOR EXPERIENCE

The core elements of the donor-centric framework – donor strategy and experience delivery – are driven by a four-step 
process: neuroanalytics-driven and market research-driven insights, segmentation, journey mapping, and activation. 

The methodology starts with defining and understanding your donors:

a) Neuroanalytics-Driven Insights: 

This proprietary approach delivers a real understanding of the donor audiences based on the donor’s motivations and 
reasons for giving, using both qualitative and quantitative research. Unlike RFM segments, it answers the key strategic 
marketing questions that influence the donor decision process about giving to the organization. We use that understanding 
to better craft positioning, creative, copy, offers, and campaigns grounded in the donor’s point of view. For example, for 
a large health charity, neuroanalytics returned the following Connected Decision Map (see Figure 1) that shows how 
consumers break out into different groups, each with its own network of donor decisioning factors. Layering demographic, 
lifestyle, media habits, and product/brand preferences onto networks creates a fully functional donor definition. We call this 
connected decision mapping.
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Next, we proceed with development of the audience segments:

b) Segmentation

Using the market research-driven neuroanalytics insights, we develop donor segments based on commonalities in decision-
making about giving. We then project the segments onto the nonprofit prospect and existing donor base. See Figure 2 for 
an example of the personas developed from the Connected Decision Map provided earlier. 

Figure 1. CONNECTED DECISION MAP – A neuroanalytics-driven methodology that maps the donor’s motivation and reason for 
giving, back to the core program attributes and value proposition.

Figure 2. SEGMENTS – The segments are defined and differentiated by the underlying motivation and reasons for giving.
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Finally, we enhance our understanding of each individual in the database by assigning predicted lifetime value, lifecycle stage, and 
relationship with the organization, channel preference, and any other donor dimensions. 

c) Journey Mapping

For each segment, across the stages of the donor lifecycle, we define the donor needs, the value proposition (case for 
giving), and the content, creative, message, and offer. Lastly, we define the multi-channel media mix and plan that best 
personalizes the journey for the segment and its specific persona definition.

The challenge with the typical donor experience for many programs today is that it’s an average of the total donor set, and 
the resulting engagement is more accidental than planned. By average, we mean that donors get more or less the same 
creative, offers, copy, and promotion that have demonstrated success across the base, usually tuned to the RFM life stage at 
best. By accidental, we mean that individual departments within the organization market to the consumer, and the resulting 
promotion is not well coordinated. Departmental silos, the lack of a shared integrated view of the donor, and other factors 
result in an unorganized or haphazard consumer experience. Consumers notice this sub-par experience, particularly when 
the consumer sees this experience alongside world-class customer service companies like Apple, Zappos, or Amazon.

The donor-centric approach improves on the status quo by segmenting, targeting, personalizing, and generally creating a 
more relevant experience for the donor (see Figure 6, page 7:  Donor-Centric Fundraising – Building a Better Donor Experience).

The experience mapping process is a cross-stage, cross-channel, cross-program methodology. We provide a hierarchy 
(see Figure 3) that describes the experience map elements.

Figure 3. EXPERIENCE MAP ELEMENTS – By segment, the experience map defines the donor needs, the nonprofit value proposition 
that fulfills the donor need, and the marketing elements (e.g., content, creative, etc.) to bring the value proposition to life.
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We use this hierarchy to create the experience map by segment (see Figure 4).

Lastly, we put the program in market:

d) Activation

With the segments and donor journey defined, we begin in-market testing of the donor-centered promotion by segment. 
This typically includes a pilot incorporating the structured testing to measure success and help optimize the program, 
using the personalized journeys to inform when to reach an individual donor, what offer to present, and the touch cadence 
and frequency. As illustrated in Figure 5, donors navigate their way through the prescribed donor journey at their pace, and 
on their particular path. The donor-centric program simply triggers off of each donor’s key interactions to cue up the next 
marketing touch, thereby fully personalizing the experience for each individual donor within a segment.

Figure 4. SAMPLE EXPERIENCE MAP – The experience map defines the full donor journey across the relationship life stages for each segment.

Figure 5. ACTUAL DONOR JOURNEY – Shown here is the actual experience of an Investor segment donor, overlaid on our donor journey.

We create value and improve the donor’s experience with the new promotion plan in place. It’s important to remember 
that with three to five segments, the fundraising program gets more complex by design – requiring ongoing management 
of a multi-part, albeit more personalized, program. The pilot takes about one year, at which point the organization has the 
operational foundation for building out the full donor-centric program, assuming the enablers (outlined above) are in place.
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Figure 6: DONOR-CENTRIC FUNDRAISING – Building a Better Donor Experience

Identify and target 
motivational segments

Segments are based on the consumer decision process for the activity we care most about 
– giving and its inherent donor motivations and reasons. Additionally, segments group 
consumers around their commonality in decision making and project the segments onto 
prospect and current donor audiences.

Develop donor journey maps 
for each segment

The donor journey is an extension of the underlying segmentation drivers, so the donor experience 
matches the core beliefs and needs of the donor. Further, the use of multiple segments (and 
donor journey maps) provides ample room for personalization across the diverse donor base.

Integrate the donor journey 
across channels, programs, 

and departments

Donor experience mapping considers the progression of donor relationship stages and 
maps the right marketing media mix, creative, and offers to realize that particular journey. By 
definition, the methodology cuts across departments, programs, and channels.

Focus on enterprise-wide 
value

Over time, injecting the right measurement and planning steps, we focus on the lifetime value 
of a donor across the enterprise instead of singular performance within an isolated program.

Feature Benefit

CORE ELEMENTS FOR DONOR-CENTRIC FUNDRAISING

The enablers — organization structure (facilitating common fundraising goals across departments), data (an integrated 
360-degree view of donors), and financial strategy (ability to measure and budget for an integrated program) — are important 
supporting elements. In the end, they will limit the team’s progress toward donor centricity if they are not fully developed. 
Roadmapping the full implementation and incorporating the core elements and the enablers ensures unique organizational 
considerations. Inter-dependencies are identified and incorporated in the multi-year blueprint for donor-centricity.

See It in Action: Learn How More Relevant, Personalized Experiences Drive More Value

It seems intuitive that donor-centric programs create 
more value because they improve the donor experience  
and the organization’s ability to measure, optimize and 
manage the program financials across channels and 
programs. Our customer strategy team has built the ROI 
case for donor centricity, demonstrating the real value 
of the multi-part investment. We also demonstrate 
the value through more tactical, in-market, structured 
testing – showing the performance delta between the 
new donor-centric approach and the legacy program.

For example, at National MS Society, a health charity, 
we tested integration across events and mission-
focused giving. That is, we looked to grow incremental 
revenue by integrating across programs to create a 
better constituent experience, and help increase the value of the event audience, especially coveted team captains.  The new, 
integrated approach demonstrated a 50% increase in (past) team captain (re)registrations and a 35% increase in total giving 
from this audience. 

As a sector, we intuitively know that when we create a better experience for the consumer, and make the experience more 
relevant, we introduce additional value, as demonstrated at National MS Society.

CHALLENGE
National MS Society lacked a strong integration 
between its MS Walk event and the core mission giving 
program. There was overlap in the two audiences, 
and a strong hypothesis that further cross-pollination 
would net significant new incremental value.

SOLUTION
Merkle developed a bottom-up, two-part integration 
plan to pair with the braoder donor-centric top-down planning at MS. The 
bottom-up plan tested whether event upsell (register & give) or cross-sell (give 
to mission) drove better response and value. Messaging and design was 
coordinated across direct mail and e-mail, with the campaign targeting holiday 
year-end which drives both peak giving season and events registration kickoff.

IMPACT
The solution increased incremental revenue, with event upsell messaging 
driving a 50% increase in Team Captain registrations and a 35% increase in 
total giving.
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Jeff Patrick
Chief Strategy Officer, Vice President, Nonprofit
jmpatrick@merkleinc.com

As the head of Merkle’s nonprofit strategy team, Jeff and his world-class team of strategic 
fundraisers help leading charities such as American Cancer Society, Susan G Komen, Habitat for 
Humanity, CARE and others maximize the value of their direct marketing fundraising programs, 

with a total managed portfolio of over $500 million in revenue. By delivering innovative online, offline and integrated 
fundraising strategy incorporating Merkle’s full suite of analytic and integrated marketing database services, Jeff brings a 
unique service to the nonprofit sector.  He also is instrumental in defining the nonprofit vertical’s go-to-market strategy and 
services, and in driving new business development. A recognized industry expert, Jeff has 30 years of experience delivering 
successful marketing programs within the U.S. and Europe, the last 15 in nonprofit, preceded by work in automotive, 
pharmaceutical, and electronics marketing. He is an industry thought leader and regular contributor to industry publications 
such as the Chronicle of Philanthropy, Fundraising Success, national publications USA Today, New York Times, and has 
reached more than 30,000 nonprofit professionals via live webinar, conference, and industry event presentations.

Leah van Zelm
Vice President, Audience and Experience Planning
lvanzelm@merkleinc.com

Leah helps clients influence consumers. In her role as Audience Planning lead, Leah marries 
psychology, marketing, data, and analytics to understand consumer decisioning and develop the 
audience strategy, experience strategy and marketing plan to drive desired behavior. Her passion 

lies in bringing together online and offline experiences, brand and performance marketing, CRM and digital marketing, 
and art and science to create compelling, persuasive interactions that translated into growth for clients. Leah’s a frequent 
contributor to Merkle thought leadership and serves as a regular speaker at events. Follow @MerkleCRM or visit merkleinc.
com for more information. 

In her 10 years with Merkle, Leah’s also led segmentation, media mix, CRM assessments, and database marketing 
projects with Fortune 500 clients in retail, insurance, banking, travel, high tech, telecom, and B2B.  In addition to positions 
in research and marketing for a top cable company, Leah spent five years in Accenture’s CRM Practice. During her tenure 
there, she helped a marketing service provider design offshore operations; developed segmentation and associated 
acquisition and retention programs for a leading mobile phone provider; contributed to the transformation of a leading 
telecommunications company around customer centricity; and helped launch a data mining company by supporting both 
go-to-market plan and operating model design. Leah holds a BA and an MBA from the University of Texas at Austin.
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Merkle is a global data-driven, 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 digital 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.


