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ABouT THIS GuIdE
Today, people face an increasing barrage of legitimate email communications as well as spam, or unsolicited email. Getting emails 
delivered, opened and read — key to any online strategy — is tougher than ever due to spam filtering technology, which often mistakenly 
blocks legitimate email.  And, even when emails do get through spam filters, constituents with overloaded "inboxes" do their own filtering 
and decide which messages to read or delete, unopened.  

More than ever, hospitals need effective online tools and techniques for interacting with constituents — donors, patients or anyone else 
who interacts with your hospital — and successfully delivering the right message to prompt action such as donating or participating in 
a fundraising event.

This guide was created specifically for hospital development and marketing professionals as a handbook about the basics of email 
marketing in today’s Internet environment. It describes how to build a file of email addresses (the fuel for email marketing programs), 
get people to sign up to receive email communications from you, eliminate spam elements from your emails and execute successful email 
campaigns.

Throughout this guide, you will notice words or phrases that appear in bold type. These terms are defined in the glossary on page 18. 
You also will notice small text boxes that contain tips to make your email programs run more smoothly. These tips come from a team of 
experts with the experience of working on Web site and email marketing projects with hundreds of nonprofit organizations throughout 
the United States.
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Introduction to Email Marketing 
An increasing number of hospitals and their affiliated foundations are using the Internet to reach 
out to new and existing constituents with regular, timely information tailored to each constituent's 
interests. This approach is key for building a loyal, involved support base and driving higher response 
rates in fundraising, advocacy, marketing, special events and other functions. 

Using email to start and grow relationships with constituents is critical. It can help organizations 
communicate with large volumes of both current and prospective constituents in a highly personalized 
and cost-effective manner. 

Email can be an incredibly effective way to build relationships with constituents, particularly when 
compared with other methods of communication, including direct mail and telemarketing. Here are a 
few reasons why:

 EMAIl IS CoST EFFECTIvE

Since it allows you to eliminate the high costs of printing, 
fulfillment and postage, email is far less expensive than 
traditional direct mail efforts. The average total cost to 
send an email message is pennies, compared with dollars 
for direct mail and telemarketing. Though email is not a 
replacement for direct mail, its cost-effective nature makes 
it a logical complement to traditional marketing programs 
— allowing you to communicate quickly (in response to 
current or urgent events) and more frequently (to develop 
relationships) with your constituents.

 EMAIl HAS IMMEdIACY

For time-sensitive communications, email eliminates the long production lead times inherent with 
direct mail, enabling you to execute campaigns, send ad hoc communications and respond to 
timely issues in a matter of hours.

 EMAIl AllowS You To SEnd pErSonAlIzEd MESSAGES

Unlike static printed direct mail pieces, email allows you to segment your database and send 
targeted messages based on individual constituent interests, donation history or any other field in 
your database.

 EMAIl AllowS You To SEGMEnT And TEST oFFErS

Email also allows you to test different messages on different segments of your list quickly and inexpen-
sively, so you can fine-tune your message based on real results before you send to your entire list.

 EMAIl YIEldS rApId rESulTS

Unlike direct mail, in which there can be a response lag of several weeks or even months, email 
campaigns can return 80 percent of total responses within 48 hours of your mailing. This allows 
you to evaluate results and adjust your strategy immediately.

 EMAIl GIvES You nEw InSIGHTS

Through email, you can track open and click-through rates on both emails and links within emails, 
allowing you to quickly and easily analyze the effectiveness of your messages and your campaigns to 
determine your constituents' interests and to ensure you are giving them the information they want.

This guide focuses on how to get started with email as the cornerstone of your online marketing plan. 
With basic steps from building a file of email addresses to measuring and analyzing campaign results, 
it will help you to execute successful email campaigns that get results for your organization.

f	TIp
For a hospital or hospital founda-
tion, “constituents” can have a broad 
meaning. Remember that current and 
prospective donors, former patients 
and their families, medical staff and 
volunteers, and board members all can 
be considered your constituents. Be 
sure to segment your constituents by 
their interests and tailor email content 
appropriately.
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Getting Started
Building an Email Address File
The first step in any effective email marketing strategy is to build an email file — the fuel for your 
email marketing efforts. Many hospitals discover that — despite their large direct mail databases 
— they have few supporter email addresses on record. The prospect of building a usable email file can 
be daunting, but you can easily grow your email file using several proven tactics.

 GATHEr EMAIl AddrESSES oFFlInE

Even if you are just starting out with an online presence, you can easily begin developing your 
email file by integrating email address collection into your existing marketing or fundraising 
initiatives. Every time you communicate with supporters or prospects, you have the opportunity to 
collect email addresses. 

 
  Gather addresses through every interaction 

Planned interactions such as fundraising campaigns 
and event invitations are perfect times to ask for email 
addresses. Simply add a field for email collection to 
all response forms. At events where you will interact 
with a large number of constituents, consider setting 
out a newsletter sign-up sheet, or stage a giveaway for 
attendees who drop in a sign-up card with their name 
and email address.

  promote the benefits of email communication

When asking for email addresses offline, it is important to emphasize the benefits your constitu-
ents will receive by providing you this information. Remind supporters that by communicating 
with them online, your organization can save money and administrative manpower, allowing you 
to more effectively serve your mission. Also emphasize the benefit of timely communication — 
with email communications, you are better equipped to respond to compelling events and inform 
them quickly of important news, developments and programs. 

 GATHEr EMAIl AddrESSES onlInE 

Your Web site is the best source for reaching new prospects and existing constituents and collecting 
their email addresses. Visitors to your Web site have sought you out because they are interested in 
your organization. This existing affinity is a powerful incentive for your online visitors to provide you 
with the information you need to build longer-lasting relationships with them online. 

 
  drive traffic to your web site with every communication

Maximize traffic to your Web site by including your url wherever you list phone numbers, 
mailing addresses or other contact information. This includes brochures, ads, staff email 
signatures, voice messages, phone hold or intro message and business cards. Tell prospects 
and supporters about the resources available to them on your Web site and keep the Web site 
content current and informative so site visitors will return. 

  provide an online registration mechanism

Use a Web-based form that allows site visitors to register, and that automatically captures 
the information provided in an online database. Your registration form should be easy to read 
and fast to complete. Think carefully about the information you wish to capture, and minimize 
the number of required fields. Be sure to provide examples if your system requires data to be 
entered in a particular way (i.e. "Please enter dates in mm/dd/yyyy format") to avoid frustra-
tion for your registrants.
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f	TIp
When collecting email addresses, 
be sure to let people know how it 
will be used. Always give people a 
chance to opt out of receiving email 
by providing a check box that says 
something like, "I'd like to receive 
future mailings," which they can 
uncheck. 
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  promote the benefits of online registration

Make registration compelling for your site visitors, and they will register. Create special 
benefits for registered members, and link to a separate page explaining the perks, such as free 
email newsletters, advance notification of upcoming events, members-only pricing for galas or 
community-based events. Then, invite site visitors to register by using an action phrase such as 
"Register to receive updates" or "Sign up for our educational newsletter." 

  use "quick registration" 

Instead of requiring site visitors to complete a lengthy registration form, consider requiring 
only basic information (such as name and email address) for a supporter to sign up for more 
information, updates or an email newsletter. Once you have captured this information, you can 
send follow-up communications and use other mechanisms to gather more profile information 
about that constituent. [See pages 6 and 7 for more information on building constituent profiles].

  Give site registration prominent and clear placement

Dedicate a consistent area of your home page to promoting online registration. Place it in an 
eye-catching spot above the fold to reflect its importance. You might also use an image or 
graphic to draw attention to this message. Don't forget to promote registration throughout 
the rest of your Web site — you may consider including a registration link in your page 
wrapper so the message will be promoted on every page of your site. 

    BuIld Your lIST THrouGH vIrAl MArkETInG

"Forward to a friend" email campaigns, also known as 
viral marketing, can help you to reach new supporters and 
grow your email file efficiently. In a viral campaign, your 
organization sends an email with a call-to-action (such as 
a solicitation for donations or an event invitation) to your 
existing email file, or to selected groups of constituents in the 
file. The email also asks recipients to forward the message to 
friends, relatives and co-workers so they, too, can get involved. 
When a new supporter from this previously untapped network 
of friends clicks through to your Web site to register and take action, you can ask for their permis-
sion to include them in future communications. Imagine the effect of one person sending 10 emails, 
and then each friend forwarding another 10, and so on. If this happened five times, a single email 
would reach 100,000 people.

Email greeting cards, or "ecards," are another way to build your email address list through 
viral marketing. With ecards, your constituents can create their own emails — using your email 
greeting card template, with your organization's branding — to send to their networks of friends 
and family.

 

 

f	TIp
Ask everyone in your development 
office to place a link in their email 
signature to your online giving Web 
page. This free, “viral” form of 
marketing will inform people with 
whom you interact by email that this 
option is available, and an email link 
can be easily forwarded by recipients 
to others.
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practicing list Hygiene
Maintaining the accuracy of your email file is critical to optimizing email message delivery and 
maximizing response rates to email communications. Email addresses change frequently, and your 
hard work building a sizeable list may be lost if your file is cluttered with outdated or inactive email 
addresses.

Follow these guidelines to maintain a clean email file:
 
 uSE An EMAIl SYSTEM THAT AuToMATICAllY    
 proCESSES BounCES

A good email delivery system will help you maintain the 
integrity of your email file by automatically tracking and 
processing both hard and soft bounces. When considering 
email marketing software, look for products that automati-
cally flag inactive email addresses (hard bounces) in your 
database so you do not continue mailing to that address. 
Your system should also re-queue soft bounces and system-
atically attempt to redeliver your message.

 provIdE An onlInE MECHAnISM For updATInG InForMATIon

Allow your supporters to update their information online, using easy-to-update forms. Remind 
site visitors that by keeping their registration information current, they will save your organiza-
tion costly administrative time and they will be able to stay informed of important information 
and activities. You may also include a recurring reminder at the bottom of your regular email 
newsletter or other communications, encouraging supporters to return to your Web site to inform 
you of any contact information changes.

 CApTurE oFFlInE AddrESS CHAnGE rEquESTS

Many supporters will inform you of their change of email address via offline methods such as 
phone, fax or mail. Develop an administrative process for handling these requests and be diligent 
about updating this information in your database. Consider contacting a constituent by phone or 
mail if email is returned as undeliverable to his or her email address — the constituent could have 
entered the email address incorrectly or changed email addresses, but still may want to receive 
email communications from you.

Building Constituent profiles
To deliver truly personalized communications, you will need to supplement the basic data (name, email 
address) you have collected from your constituents with more detailed demographic information, 
and information about their attitudes, interests and behaviors. Using this advanced profile informa-
tion, you can create and send messages that target specific interest groups within your database. This 
personalized touch can dramatically increase response rates as well as strengthen your supporters' 
commitment to your organization. 

Follow these guidelines to help gather profile information:

 uSE onlInE SurvEYS

A simple online survey can allow you to gather almost any 
type of information simply by asking constituents to respond. 
By using an online survey tool, you can automatically add 
what you learn about them to their profile in your database. 
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f	TIp
Bounced email consumes resources,
so Internet Service Providers do 
not appreciate repeated emails to 
addresses already identified as bad. 
They use high bounce rates as an 
indicator of spam, or unsolicited email. 
(For more information on
spam, see page 10.) 

f	TIp
To comply with HIpAA, never solicit 
information about a constituent's 
medical condition, diagnosis or 
treatment.
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 CApTurE dATA BASEd on onlInE BEHAvIor

You can gain valuable insight into your supporter's interests simply by capturing data as they click 
through your Web site. By embedding trackable links in content on your Web site, you can flag a 
registered visitor's profile with information about their particular interests. If a supporter responds to an 
email invitation for a volunteer fundraising event, for example, you can automatically capture this data 
and use it to send them future event information or perhaps a volunteer newsletter. 

 InTEGrATE oFFlInE And onlInE dATA

If you are like most hospital fundraisers, you probably already have a significant amount of 
information about your supporters stored in an offline database, such as Blackbaud's Raiser's 
Edge or Target Software's Team Approach. Integrating this data with the information you are now 
collecting online can be time-consuming and costly. You may consider one of the more sophisti-
cated email marketing software tools, which include database integration capabilities. These tools 
can simplify the process of combining information you gather online with what you know offline 
into a detailed profile of each constituent.

For HIPAA compliance, make sure no personally-indentifiable health information is pulled from 
external databases and used for marketing or fundraising purposes.  
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Making Sure Your Email Gets Through 
Spam — or unsolicited email — has become a growing threat to legitimate organizations that use 
email as part of their marketing strategies. Internet Service Providers (ISps) are engaged in a war 
with spammers, resorting to increasingly aggressive tactics to protect their email systems. In addition, 
the growing nuisance of spam has earned the attention of legislators in Congress, prompting them to 
pass the CAN SPAM Act of 2003. 

Organizations using email must be aware of these issues and take action to ensure email gets delivered 
properly. This section discusses the basics of permission marketing and how you can avoid becoming 
a spammer.

The Basics of permission Marketing
Permission marketing is the practice of obtaining consent from a prospect or supporter before sending 
them a marketing message. Permission is a key concept for understanding spam legislation and serves 
as the foundation of an ongoing online relationship with your supporters. The following guidelines will 
help you understand the basics of permission marketing.

obtaining permission
Some of your Web site visitors will want to register with you for purposes other than signing up to 
receive email communications — perhaps to make a donation, register for an event, enter a raffle, or 
to gain some other benefit you've made available to registered visitors online. These people have not 
yet given you express permission to communicate with them on a regular basis. 

For any type of registration (other than explicit newsletter sign-ups) it is important to provide your 
visitors with the option to receive regular communications from you. There are several ways to do this, 
all representing varying degrees of permission stringency:

 THE opT-In METHod oF GAInInG pErMISSIon

With this method, you give constituents the choice of requesting communications from you by 
including a check box or button on your registration page. Your constituent actively checks this 
box or button when registering, thereby "opting in" to your communication program. If you plan to 
provide your contact information to any partner organizations or companies, you should include a 
second check box or button that indicates your constituent would like to receive communication 
from them as well. This is the minimum amount of permission required in order to comply with 
commonly accepted marketing best practices.

 THE opT-ouT METHod oF GAInInG pErMISSIon

The set up for this method is almost identical to that of the opt-in. The only difference is that 
the box indicating permission to send email is already checked in advance when the constituent 
registers. Therefore, he must "opt out" and uncheck that box if he does not wish to receive any 
email communication from your organization. Some organizations choose not to use this approach 
because it is more passive and easier for the constituent to overlook than the opt-in method, and 
therefore may not be evidence of genuine permission. 

Confirming permission
If you do either of the above, you have met the basic standards for gaining permission. However, many 
marketers prefer to take a further step to confirm that the "opt-in" is genuine:
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 THE ConFIrMEd opT-In

After your constituents select the opt-in box during registration, automatically send an email 
confirming their desire to receive future communications for your organization. This email should 
include a link the supporter can click to unsubscribe. No reply is necessary to remain on the list. 
This gesture gives the constituent who inadvertently signed up the opportunity to opt out before 
receiving any unwanted communications from you. 

 THE douBlE opT-In

This is similar to the confirmed opt-in, as an email is automatically sent to your constituent after 
he checks the opt-in box and registers. However, the double opt-in method requires that he actively 
respond to the message to confirm his interest. If he does not reply, he is not added to the email 
file. Although this method is the most rigorous at determining a constituent's interest, and there 
is a danger that you may lose a portion of your registrants who do not open or respond to the 
confirmation email, it is by far the safest way to ensure a completely permission-based email file.

providing Constituents with a way out 
As vigilant as you may be about obtaining and confirming permission, a constituent can decide at any 
point that he no longer wishes to receive communications from your organization. Don't take permis-
sion for granted once you have obtained it, because the minute constituents decide they no longer want 
your emails, every future message you send to them is spam and may have negative consequences.

It's important that you to give the members of your email file an opportunity to change, renew or 
revoke their permission on an ongoing basis. Include a link or other form of instructions at the bottom 
of every email communication about how to unsubscribe from your mailing list. While you may lose a 
small percentage of your email file each time you send a mailing, the trust you will have gained in the 
minds of your supporters will more than compensate, and your response rate will reflect that. 

The Importance of a privacy policy
Internet users are more aware than ever of the importance 
of their privacy online. Your organization can gain trust and 
credibility among its supporters by developing and adhering to a 
privacy policy. A privacy policy reassures your Web site visitors 
that you recognize the value of the information that they share 
with you, and that you promise not to violate that trust. Here 
are a few tips that will help you develop your privacy policy:

 wrITE A ClEAr, uSEr-FrIEndlY doCuMEnT

Keep your policy free of jargon and intimidating legal terms. 
State exactly what information you collect online and how your 
organization plans to use this information. Also be clear about 
how the information will not be used. 

 proMoTE Your prIvACY polICY proMInEnTlY on Your wEB SITE

While many sites include a privacy statement somewhere on their site, they fail to promote it in a 
prominent, heavily trafficked area. Consider including a link to your privacy policy in your primary 
navigation or page wrapper. And remember that privacy statements should appear on all Web pages 
requesting the end user to submit personal information.

 BE SurE Your prIvACY polICY CAn STAnd THE TEST oF TIME 

While the Web is a powerful tool that allows for dynamic marketing and instantaneous changes, a 
privacy policy shouldn't change frequently. Before posting your policy, make sure that it can stand 
unchanged as your organization's membership grows.

f	TIp
Email addresses are considered 
demographic information under 
HIPAA. As such, they may be used 
for general communication purposes 
without obtaining a patient’s authori-
zation and for fundraising purposes 
if this use was disclosed in your 
Notice of Privacy Practices. However, 
never include information related to 
a patient’s diagnosis or treatment 
within an email.
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Avoiding the Spam Can
Identifying spam is not a black and white matter. Anti-spam 
techniques try to strike a balance, filtering as much spam as 
possible while rarely discarding email the recipient would want. 
Inevitably, some email sent by any organization will be incorrectly 
blocked. The goal for an organization should be ensuring delivery of 
the vast majority of its email. 

 kEEp To THE poInT

Though email is cost-effective, over-emailing can sour people on an organization, increase spam 
complaints and raise opt-out rates. An organization must coordinate mass emailings across depart-
ments and ensure the content is relevant to recipients. Segment email recipient lists by topic and 
make it easy for constituents to select which mailings they receive.

 ConTEnT FIlTErS

Spam tends to focus on a few "hot" topics — current favorites are mortgages, medications and 
pornography. Content filtering uses keywords and phrases characteristic of common spam themes. 
Modern content filters use advanced scoring algorithms, so rarely does a single, common word 
mistakenly trigger them. However, it is important to avoid use of more specific terms likely to be 
found in spam. 

Spammers trying to bypass content filters use uppercase letters, numbers and punctuation in subject 
lines to form misspelled variants of keywords that would trigger filters. Modern filters look for this 
trick, so avoid excess punctuation or capitalization.

Be careful not to trigger "filtering" by recipients themselves. Use concise, informative and literal 
"Subject" lines; don't sensationalize, pun, or employ generic statements like "Your help needed." The 
"From" address should include a display name clearly identifying the organization so the email stands 
out, e.g., "The Children's Hospital <info@TCH.org>" The most powerful email solutions available 
today can check for these and other spam filter triggers and notify you of the violation so you can 
correct it before sending the email.

 ACquIrInG AddrESSES

The most qualified additions to an organization's email file are people who have expressed an interest 
by signing up for email, donating, or participating in other activities. When collecting email addresses, 
clearly inform people that the organization is collecting their data and explain how it will be used. 
Give people a chance to opt out — provide a checkbox saying, "I'd like to receive future mailings" 
which they can uncheck.

 lIST HYGIEnE

Always honor unsubscribe requests — never send email without a clear, convenient way for people to 
opt out of future mailings. Update your email file, even if that means some manual processing. Discard 
stale addresses, especially by automatically processing bounces (delivery failure notices). Bounced email 
consumes resources, and ISPs do not appreciate repeated emails to addresses already identified as bad. 
Spammers rarely bother with bounce processing, so ISPs use high bounce rates as a spam indicator.

 dElIvErY rElATIonSHIpS

Since nonprofits typically email "home" rather than "work" addresses, half of a group's typical email 
file consists of addresses at major ISPs, or consumer providers, such as AOL™, Yahoo!™ and 
Hotmail™. Check with your email solution provider to ensure it has "white list" relationships, or 
exemptions from volume filters, with these major providers so your email does not get blocked.

f	TIp
Your email marketing software 
should offer a spam checker so you 
can check your email communi-
cations for any potential spam 
violations and correct them before 
sending your communication. This 
capability helps ensure that more 
of your recipients receive your 
communications, which will help 
maximize response. 
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The Can sPaM act of 2003:
a Checklist for nonprofits
by Senny Boone, Executive Director, Direct Marketing Association Nonprofit Federation

The CAN SPAM Act of 2003 went into effect in January of 2004, aiming to wipe out illegitimate email practices that threaten the growth 
and success of the Internet marketplace. For nonprofit organizations, the Internet is a new frontier for advocacy efforts, member involvement, 
member relations and fundraising, and many organizations already have had great success in reaching online funding and membership goals. 

Congress certainly did not intend to eradicate this new form of communication. Instead, it sought to crack down on misleading and fraudu-
lent activity by unscrupulous spammers. Note that the new CAN SPAM law relates primarily to commercial, not nonprofit, activities. The law 
applies to all commercial email whose primary purpose is defined as trying to sell a product or service — it does NOT apply to informational 
email such as account balances or bills due. It also does not apply to pure fundraising appeals that solicit funds and other contributions.

Since many organizations do sell products and services, and may at times cross the line between commercial and non-commercial activities, 
it is better to tread carefully with email practices rather than face regulators or further legislation aimed directly at nonprofits. Currently, 
the Federal Trade Commission is studying the creation of a Do Not Email list, and many states have spam laws in the works that would be 
enforced by state attorney generals that may be even more stringent than the federal CAN SPAM Act. 

The Direct Marketing Association (DMA) and the DMA Nonprofit Federation have a stringent set of ethical guidelines applicable to email 
marketing that go further than federal law in some instances. Here is a checklist of some guidelines to follow as you communicate with the 
public via email marketing:

	 q If you are sending a commercial email, make sure that you communicate that the email is an "offer" to the recipient.   
  The sender can accomplish this by using "advertisement" or "solicitation" in the body copy of the email; specific    
  language is not required by law.

	 q Provide a valid postal address. The law is unclear about whether a Post Office Box or mail drop constitutes a physical   
  address. However, the DMA guidelines require that marketers provide a physical street address, not a PO Box.

	 q Provide an honest, rather than a misleading, subject line.

	 q Provide an easy-to-use, Internet-based mechanism for recipients to remove themselves from your mailing list. If you    
  are using a service provider, you should have a written procedure since your organization would ultimately be responsible. 
  For unsubscribe requests, the sender (the organization) would be responsible, not the email service provider who may have 
  sent the email on behalf of the sender. The sender may outsource the processing of these removal requests, but the sender 
  is still responsible.

	 q "Remove" means remove. The electronic remove feature must be reliable, functional and prompt.

	 q If a recipient removes himself/herself from a marketing list via an email service provider, that email address does not   
  have to be removed from all future campaigns, unless the service provider is represented in the "From: Line." The    
  DMA recommends that the email service provider who is listed in the "From: Line," but who may be sending an email   
  on behalf of a marketer, should also honor the removal request.

	 q DMA has a prohibition against "harvesting" email addresses — there should be no surreptitious acquisition of email   
  addresses via automated mechanisms without the consumer/customer's awareness and agreement. This includes a    
  prohibition on "dictionary" attacks or other mechanisms for creating email addresses without the awareness and    
  private approval of the addressee.

	 q Your message text should be consistent with the subject line text.

	 q The FROM: line should not be ambiguous and should be a valid return email address.

	 q Email lists must not be sold or provided to unrelated third parties unless the owner of the list has provided notice and   
  the ability to be removed from such transfer to each email address on the list. Related third parties include other    
  brands/subsidiaries within the same parent company as well as outside affinity partners as a reasonable consumer is   
  likely to perceive them.

	 q A commercial email should contain the sender's privacy policy, either within the body of the email or via a link.

The DMA Nonprofit Federation represents nonprofit organizations before Congress, federal and state agencies on matters impacting the nonprofit community 
involved in fundraising and advocacy.
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Executing an Effective Email Campaign
Any successful direct marketer will tell you that strategic planning is a critical element in the success 
or failure of a direct mail campaign. The same is true for an email marketing campaign. Your 
campaign can have multiple email messages, with each response triggering a series of subsequent 
email messages. You might want to include or exclude recipients who responded a certain way from 
future email messages, and your email marketing software should help you do this. A strategic plan 
will help you organize all of these considerations for a more effective campaign.

This section will take you through the email campaign development process — from setting your 
objectives to measuring your results — and help you put your email address file to use. 

Establishing a Communication Schedule
As you prepare to execute an email campaign, it is important to consider the frequency with which you 
will be contacting your constituents. Determining optimal frequency is key, as both too-frequent and 
too-infrequent communications can result in deteriorating relationships with supporters. 

The best approach is to set a schedule that you think makes sense, try it, listen to feedback and adjust 
accordingly. Your supporters will let you know by their response if you are contacting them too little or 
too often. Consider these pointers as you develop your overall communication schedule:

 SYnCHronIzE onlInE wITH oFFlInE dIrECT MArkETInG proGrAMS

Remember that email communication should complement 
offline communication programs. Time email campaigns 
to coincide with direct mail delivery. Offer constituents 
the option to not receive direct mail, if they would rather 
correspond only by email.

 CoordInATE wITHIn Your orGAnIzATIon 

Remember that other individuals and departments within 
your organization may be planning to use the email address 
file. It is important to coordinate usage so that your 
organization does not flood its constituents' inboxes with 
multiple email messages. Your supporters will expect you to 
communicate in an organized and unified manner. 

 pAY ATTEnTIon To THE dAY And TIME oF SCHEdulEd dElIvErY

Most marketers avoid weekends, Mondays and Fridays for delivering email communications. 
On these days, constituents may be most distracted and your email could get lost in their email 
backlogs. Mid-week, early- or mid-morning and mid-afternoon are generally good times to test 
in an attempt to drive higher response rates. Don't be afraid to test a variety of schedules and be 
sure to carefully track response rates. [See pages 16-17 for more details on response metrics].

 lET rElEvAnCY drIvE FrEquEnCY 

The type and relevancy of information you will communicate can help determine your email 
schedule. For general organizational updates and news, monthly or bi-weekly communications 
might be most effective. Information that frequently changes (such as volunteer schedules), or is 
more urgent, may require that you communicate more often. 

f	TIp
The most effective way to ensure you 
do not overwhelm supporters with 
too-frequent emails is to ask about 
their preferences. Consider posing this 
question on your Web site registra-
tion form, or sending an online survey. 
Aggregate the responses to determine 
the majority preference of your 
supporters, or use this information to 
send weekly communications to those 
who request it, and monthly communi-
cations to others.
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determining Campaign objectives 
As with any marketing campaign, it is crucial to clearly 
understand your strategic objectives before you send an 
individual email or launch an email campaign. Setting
objectives for the email or email campaign will help you
sharpen your message and determine the best approach — from 
email newsletters and urgent news updates to email fundraising 
appeals — for your communications. It also will help you to 
effectively evaluate results and understand your return on
investment. 

For instance, your goal may be to establish a campaign for 
ongoing communication with your existing constituents to keep them updated and connected with the 
organization, and therefore strengthen their loyalty. This campaign might include a monthly email 
newsletter that lets your constituents know how their support is helping the organization to further its 
mission. 

In another campaign, your goal might be to improve awareness of your organization and acquire new 
donors among younger supporters aged 28-40. This campaign might include four different individual 
emails, executed over a 12-week period. 

The objective of the first communication might be to engage this demographic with an informational 
update on your organization's activities. The second mailing might be an invitation to a special event 
for younger supporters. And the third might include a fundraising appeal, followed by a reminder to 
those who have not yet donated.

Segmenting Your list to Target Specific Audiences
If you have built constituent profiles as a part of your email file, you will be prepared to better target 
your audience. As in direct mail, you will improve response rates by segmenting your email file based 
on factors such as constituent interests, donation history, gender, age, length of membership or any 
other defining characteristic, and targeting them with specific messages. With each campaign, your 
objective should drive email file segmentation.

Creating Compelling Email Messages that Get read
Strategic planning and list-building is just the foundation of an effective email marketing campaign. 
Once these pieces are in place, the following guidelines can help you create a message that will 
motivate your supporters.

 opTIMIzE THE MESSAGE EnvElopE

Pay close attention to the information you include in the 
email's message envelope, as it can be critical to your 
response rate.

 
  write an intriguing subject line

The purpose of your message's subject line is to get the 
message opened. Your subject line should be no more 
than 40 to 60 characters in length, and should tell the 
recipient something about your message. Use short, 
action-oriented words or draw on emotion. If you do not 
use your organization's name in the "from" line, consider 
using it here. 

f	TIp
Spam filters watch for excessive 
punctuation and capitalization in 
email subject lines. To avoid having 
your message blocked by spam filters, 
use concise subject lines. Clearly 
identify your organization in the 
"from" address to avoid manual spam 
filtering by recipients themselves. 

f	TIp
In addition to helping you create and 
send individual emails, your email 
marketing software should allow you 
to set up email campaigns. This will 
allow you to configure multiple emails 
and audiences in a single campaign, 
and track all responses within the 
context of the campaign, versus having 
to track results for each separate 
email, then aggregate those results.
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  Choose a familiar sender

Most people scan their emails to see who messages are from and then prioritize which 
messages to open. If an email appears to come from an unfamiliar source, your open rates 
may suffer. Capitalize on the strong affinity supporters have for your nonprofit by putting the 
organization's name in the "from" line. 

 dESIGn Your EMAIl To drIvE rESponSE

Your message's design and layout can significantly impact response rates:

  Send graphically rich emails

Using HTMl in your email messages allows you to 
include photos and images as well as control design 
elements such as fonts and colors. HTML email is 
visually pleasing, professional looking, and generally 
easier to read. Plus, it allows you to reinforce your 
organization's brand by including your logo or other 
recognizable visual elements in each message. 

However, it is important to remember that some of your supporters may not be able to 
read HTML messages because of the limits of their particular email provider. Choose email 
marketing software that supports multi-part email distribution of both HTML and text 
format messages, which will automatically detect when someone cannot accept a graphical 
email, or has indicated that he or she prefers to receive text-only messages, and will deliver a 
text version in its place. 

  keep key message points above the fold

Most email programs today allow users to preview messages without fully opening them. 
Although your readers may be able to pre-set the size of their viewing window, you can 
assume that only the top 25 percent of the email will be visible. Make sure you include the 
most compelling elements of your message and any calls-to-action in this top portion of the 
email.

  keep your message short

Don't overwhelm your message recipients with too much copy. Limit the message to one or 
two key points and keep your overall message to less than two screen lengths to reduce the 
amount of scrolling required by readers.

  drive readers to your web site

One way to keep email messages short is to replace lengthy explanatory text in your message 
with a short "teaser" followed by a link to your Web site. This tactic has the added benefit 
of allowing you to track the links that are most frequently clicked, which will help you 
evaluate supporters' interests and the impact of your message. But instead of simply dumping 
them onto your homepage, use a trackable link in your email to send readers directly to a 
page where they can take action, such as signing up as an advocate, making a donation or 
registering for an event. 

pErSonAlIzInG Your MESSAGE

The power of email marketing lies in the ability to create 
and develop relationships with your constituents by 
delivering content that is specific to their interests, motiva-
tions, geographic location and other characteristics. 

 
  

f	TIp
Some constituents who can receive 
HTML emails may prefer plain text. 
Give them the option of choosing 
their preferred format, and they will 
be happier readers of your messages. 

f	TIp
Your email marketing software should 
allow you to easily add content to a 
single organizational email or email 
newsletter, delivering local content just 
to constituents in that area. This can 
be done by state, ZIP code, affiliate 
and/or region. 
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  Address each individual recipient by name 

Addressing supporters by name is a simple way to add a personal touch to your email 
communications, and alone can make a significant impact on response rates. A good email 
marketing tool makes it easy to insert merge fields into your messages. These merge fields 
pull any data from your database, allowing you to automatically send a unique version of the 
email to each constituent.

  use conditional elements to personalize email content

While selectively displaying personal information is important, the real power of personaliza-
tion lies in automatically customizing the content a constituent receives in an email message. 
As with the personalization merge-fields that allow you to address each constituent by name, 
this technique also draws from the registration and profile information you have gathered in 
your database. But in this case, the "conditional content" might be a single sentence, a full 
paragraph, images, a survey or even unique donation forms. This content is automatically 
inserted into an email if a constituent meets particular criteria that you have designated. 
By adding content based on each constituent's interests, your organization will make its 
communications more relevant, and more valuable — key for developing strong, sustainable 
relationships online. 

Testing Your Message
Even a successful campaign can be improved. For the most effective and efficient use of an email 
marketing campaign, conduct simple tests prior to distributing your message and measure campaign 
results afterward. 

 TEST InTErnAllY For quAlITY ASSurAnCE

Prior to sending your email out to hundreds or thousands of supporters, it is crucial that you 
thoroughly test your communication internally. This important process prevents distribution of 
emails containing costly and/or potentially embarrassing mistakes. 

Designate and train a few people within your department or organization, and send test messages 
to this same group to maintain consistent quality standards. These internal testers will:

  Check for display variations

Set up test email accounts on a variety of email clients (i.e. Microsoft Outlook™, AOL, 
Hotmail, and Yahoo!). Have your testers evaluate the aesthetic look and feel of the email 
in various email clients so you have an understanding of what your constituents will see, 
depending on their ISP of choice. 

  Check proper functionality

Your testers should check and ensure that the various technical components of your campaign 
work properly. Testers should attempt to mimic the experience your constituents will have 
when they receive your email. Be sure to click through all links in the email and on any 
landing pages. Also test the transaction, registration, or other functionality associated with 
your call-to-action. 

 TEST ExTErnAllY To FInE-TunE THE MESSAGE And CHECk THE proCESS

Take advantage of the inherent benefits of the Internet by sending test messages to a sub-set of 
target recipients prior to sending it to your entire email file.

  Check for message effectiveness

Because the Internet allows you to send messages and receive responses quickly, you can 
compare response rates of different messages and subject lines, then refine your email message 
before sending it to the entire constituent base — ensuring the maximum response for each 
email campaign.
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  Check your campaign process

In addition to testing the effectiveness of the email itself, it is important to send a test 
message to ensure you are prepared to handle responses — particularly if you are sending 
a message to several thousand constituents. Is your staff prepared to reply to the email 
messages that come back from your constituents? Sending a test message to a small 
percentage of your target audience will help you to identify any holes in your process before 
sending to the entire list.

Measuring results
The relative success of an email marketing campaign can be 
judged on a variety of criteria, depending on the specific goals 
and objectives set forth in your initial campaign strategy. As you 
learn more about your constituents' online preferences, polish 
your message, and develop online benchmarks for successful email 
marketing campaigns, you will be able to fine-tune your email 
marketing strategy.

 uSE Your EMAIl MArkETInG SYSTEM To MEASurE kEY IndICATorS

Powerful email tools provide marketers with the ability to track and measure a wide variety 
of response metrics that are not available with traditional vehicles like direct mail. By setting 
benchmarks and diligently tracking each campaign against them, you can gain invaluable insight 
into the quality of your email file; the fine-tuning of communications; and perhaps most importantly, 
whether constituents value the content they are receiving. But what indicators do you track, and 
what does each tell you?

  open rate

This is the percentage of people who open your message, either by clicking on it in their inbox 
or by opening it in preview mode. Though it does not necessarily indicate the number of people 
who actually read your message, this measure can give you a better idea of your subject line 
effectiveness, and can be an early indicator of the success of your campaign.

  

  Click-through rate (CTr)

This measures the percentage of people who click on links within the body of your email to 
seek more information or take action. Sophisticated email marketing tools allow organiza-
tions to insert trackable links within the email body for determining individual CTR for each 
link, or an aggregate CTR for the message as a whole. To calculate CTR, divide the number 
of clicks by the number of messages sent (your email software should provide this statistic 
as part of a standard report). This measure indicates 
the effectiveness of the text and graphics in your 
email message, as well as the level of interest in your 
campaign or organization. 

  response rate

The ultimate success of an email may be measured 
by the percentage of people who take some type 
of action — such as completing a survey, signing 
a petition or making a donation — after clicking 
through to your Web site. 

  

f	TIp
Your email marketing software should 
allow you to send two or more different 
messages to a percentage of your target 
audience to test the effectiveness of 
each message (often called A/B testing), 
then send the most effective message to 
the remainder of the audience without 
sending to the test group again.

f	TIp
Not all click-through rates are equal. 
When analyzing key indicators, 
remember that click-through rates for 
an email newsletter sent to people who 
signed up to receive the communication 
will likely be higher than click-through 
rates for a fundraising solicitation sent 
to your entire email address file. Track 
CTR separately for different types of 
email communications to ensure your 
data's accuracy. 
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  Abandonment rate

This rate shows the percentage of "drop-offs" at any stage in the process — for example, the 
number of recipients who open your email but do not click through, or who click through but 
do not contribute or take action. Assessing this measure at each stage of the process helps 
you to understand any weaknesses in your campaign or strategy. Is the message or content 
irrelevant? Is the call to action inappropriate? Are there navigation or usability problems on 
your Web site? These are some of the problems that a significant abandonment rate could 
indicate.

  unsubscribe rate

If subscribers do not continue to find content compelling, they may choose to unsubscribe, or 
"opt out" of receiving future email communications from your organization. Email marketing 
tools should allow you to include an unsubscribe link at the bottom of your message, and 
automatically process opt-outs. Increases in your unsubscribe rate can be an indicator of 
over-frequent or inappropriate communications with constituents. When unsubscribe rates 
surge, evaluate the frequency of your email and direct marketing campaigns to ensure that 
you are not over-communicating in both the offline and online worlds. Consider sending a 
survey to constituents to determine what information is important to them, as well as their 
preferred mode and frequency of contact.

  Forward rate 

Another measure of success is the frequency with which supporters forward messages to their 
family and friends, and whether those additional recipients click through. This is an indicator 
of your success with viral marketing and your ability to attract a greater number of donors, 
volunteers or members. 

  Bounce rate

The number of hard and soft bounces you receive will help you evaluate the quality of your 
email file and determine if list hygiene is necessary to avoid continued list erosion.

  Average time spent on landing page

The amount of time the message recipient spends on this page gives you an indication of the 
success and efficiency of the page's design and content. 
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Glossary
ABovE THE Fold
The portion of a Web page or email that is visible without scrolling. The fold varies depending on the resolution 
settings on a visitor's monitor. At lower settings (i.e. 640x480) the fold is relatively high on the page. At higher 
settings (i.e. 1280x1024) the fold extends much further down the page. Decisions concerning what goes above or 
below the fold are often made based on a minimum targeted resolution.

EMAIl MArkETInG CAMpAIGn
A coordinated set of individual email marketing messages delivered at intervals and with an overall objective in 
mind. A campaign allows each new message to build on previous success.

HArd BounCE
A hard bounce is an email message that has been returned to the sender because the recipient's address is invalid. 
A hard bounce might occur because the domain name doesn't exist or because the recipient is unknown.

HIpAA 
Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act of 1996. For more information and answers to the most 
common questions about HIPAA, see http://www.ahp.org/government-relations/hipaa/faq-on-hipaa.php

HTMl
HyperText Markup Language; the set of symbols or codes inserted in a file that allows for the display of visual 
elements such as graphics, formatted text and background colors.

ISp
Internet Service Provider; a company that provides users with access to the Internet.

lAndInG pAGE
A special page that is set up for visitors who clicked a link from another source such as an email or advertise-
ment. The landing page may contain detailed information about a program or offer, direct visitors to take action, 
or serve to reinforce branding.

MESSAGE EnvElopE
The header of your email, which the recipient also views in their email inbox. The envelope includes the "To" line, 
the "From" line, the date and the "Subject" line of your message.

MulTI-pArT EMAIl dISTrIBuTIon
An email delivery process in which a content-type header is included in the message, which indicates to an email 
client that the message has multiple parts in alternative formats. The email client will display the format most 
suited to its environment: HTML for HTML-capable clients, text for plain-text only cable clients.

pAGE wrAppEr
A consistent, graphical element (usually in the masthead position or along the left side of the page) that is 
branded to your organization and frames the content of each page of your Web site.

pErMISSIon MArkETInG
Marketing centered on obtaining constituent consent to receive information from an organization.

SoFT BounCE
A soft bounce is an email message that gets as far as the recipient's mail server but is bounced back undelivered 
before it gets to the intended recipient. A soft bounce might occur because the recipient's inbox is full. A soft 
bounce message may be deliverable at another time.

TArGETInG
Sending the right message to the right recipient at the right time.

url
Universal Resource Locator, or the "address" of a particular Web page.

vIrAl MArkETInG
Marketing phenomenon that facilitates and encourages people to pass along a marketing message. 
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Spotlight on Convio 
Convio is the leading provider of on-demand software and services to help hospital, higher education 
institutions and other nonprofit organizations use the Internet strategically to build strong relationships 
with constituents for driving fundraising and other forms of support.

Convio has more than 550 clients, including Hackensack University Medical Center Foundation, Children’s 
Hospital Foundation (D.C.), Montefiore Medical Center, Roswell Park Cancer Institute, Stamford Health 
Foundation, John Wayne Cancer Foundation, Abington Memorial Hospital, St. Barnabas Foundation, 
Kenmore Mercy Hospital Foundation, Children’s Memorial Hospital, BC Cancer Foundation, Fred 
Hutchinson Cancer Research Center and many others.

Convio also works with some of the largest healthcare-related organizations in the world, among them, 
American Red Cross, The National Multiple Sclerosis Society, American Diabetes Association, Ronald 
McDonald House Charities, The ALS Association, The Susan G. Komen Breast Cancer Foundation, and 
AVON Foundation.  

Since the company was founded in 1999, Convio has helped nonprofit organizations raise more than $400 
million online.

For more information about Convio, visit www.convio.com, or call 1-888-528-9501

Convio, the Convio logo, TeamRaiser, Constituent Center and DataSync are trademarks, registered trademarks or service marks of Convio, Inc. 

All other names are trademarks, registered trademarks or service marks of their respective owners.


