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Appeals



A Few Quick Things

• Thank you!  We are delighted that have 
made time to join us today

• A video recording will be made available
• Also, links to all of the experiments and 

additional resources will be sent
• We want your questions!  
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Why are we talking about
Email?



Shouldn’t we be talking about…



Web Traffic Sources – Email Ecommerce

Client 1 – Email represents 800,000 visitors and $1.6 million



Web Traffic Sources – Email Ecommerce

Client 2 – Email represents 40,000 visitors and $72,000



Web Traffic Sources – Email Ecommerce

Client 3 – Email represents 18,000 visitors and $320,000
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We are not going to talk about 
“best practices”
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5 Ways to Cut Through the Clutter



We analyzed a lot of email



onlineforlife.org

Everyone sends at the same time.
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“Best practices”, when adopted universally,
quickly become ineffective.
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What does it mean for a strategy to be
proven?



Proven strategies

8.0% increase in 
clickthrough rate.



The Fundraiser’s Creed



NextAfter Research Library

More than 450 fundraising experiments with 
documented results. 

Gideons
International

Nextafter.com/research
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Review: elements of a 
fundraising email 

appeal



Element #1: Sender



Element #2: Reply Email



Element #3: Send Time



Element #4: Subject line



Element #5: Preview Text



Element #6: Design



Element #7: Copy



Element #8: Tone



Element #9: Images



Element #10: Call-to-action
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“I need your help.”



91%
of the email appeals 
we received this 
morning were sent 
from the founder, 
president, or figurehead 
of the organization. 

Who is sending your emails?
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Strategy #1:
Test a different sender.
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How a more personal 
email affects 
performance metrics
Experiment ID: #3334



How a more personal email affects performance metrics

Treatment



How a more personal email affects performance metrics

• Heavily designed 
email

• Sent from the 
founder

• Makes calls to action 
with large buttons

Control



How a more personal email affects performance metrics

• Designed to mimic 
“Outlook” emails

• Sent from a member 
of the development 
team

• No “designed” 
elements except logo 
and signature

Treatment



How a more personal email affects performance metrics

Treatment

6.3% increase in 
open rate.



How a more personal email affects performance metrics

6.3% increase in open rate

Version Open Rate Relative Diff Stat Confidence

Control 49.6%
Treatment 52.7% 6.3% 100.0%
Key Learning:

A different sender and subject line (from someone they had previously
not heard from) was able to successfully increase open rate. 
✓
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How a brand in the sender 
field affects email open 
and clickthrough rate
Experiment ID: #3334



How brand addition affects open and clickthrough rate

• Sender is an person
• Sent to a borrowed 

email list
• Low perceived 

familiarity

Control



How brand addition affects open and clickthrough rate

Treatment

• Added brand name in 
to increase potential 
familiarity

• Gives “anchoring” to 
the email when 
sender might be 
unknown



How brand addition affects open and clickthrough rate

Treatment

10.1% decrease in 
open rate.

20.7% decrease in 
clickthrough rate.



How brand addition affects open and clickthrough rate

20.7% decrease in clickthrough rate

Version CTR Relative Diff Stat Confidence

Control 1.3%
Treatment 0.9% -20.7% 96.2%
Key Learning:

Sometimes, in the quest to increased perceived familiarity, we can
actually decrease the personal feel of an email and inadvertently remind
our reader that they don’t know us. 

✓



2012 Obama Campaign



51% of the email appeals 
we received this 
morning had subject 
line & CTA agreement.

Subject Line / CTA Agreement
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Strategy #2: Measure 
every metric, even 
when just testing 

subject lines.



Subject Line / CTA Agreement



onlineforlife.org

How subject line clarity 
affects email clickthrough
rate
Experiment ID: #4057



How subject line clarity affects clickthrough rate

• Sender is an 
organization

• Subject line is 
informative, cheery

• Low incentive to 
click. 

Control



How subject line clarity affects clickthrough rate

Treatment

• Subject line includes 
a call to action. 

• What does “join us” 
mean?

• How can I “join”? 



How subject line clarity affects clickthrough rate

Treatment

42.2% increase in 
clickthrough rate.



How subject line clarity affects clickthrough rate

42.2% increase in clickthrough rate

Version CTR Relative Diff Stat Confidence

Control 6.1%
Treatment 8.7% 42.2% 98.8%
Key Learning:

Subject lines don’t live in a vacuum. Agreement between the subject 
line and the call-to-action can have a significant impact on the likelihood 
that the recipient will take the intended action. 

✓



87% of the email appeals 
we received this 
morning had no first 
name personalization. 

Do your donors know you are talking to them?
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Strategy #3: Test 
personalization of your 

emails
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How subject line 
personalization affects 
open rate
Experiment #4307



How subject line personalization affects open rate

Control

• Sender is relatively 
well-known to 
audience

• Highly relevant 
subject line (near 
Mother’s Day) with 
emoji



How subject line personalization affects open rate

Treatment
• Sender is unknown to 

audience 
• Subject line employs 

personalization to 
overcome lack of 
name recognition

• Preview text also 
includes 
personalization



Treatment

How subject line personalization affects open rate

Control

137.2% increase in 
open rate.



How subject line personalization affects open rate

137.2% increase in open rate

Version Open Rate Relative Diff Stat Confidence

Control 7.6 %
Treatment 18.1% 137.2% 100.0%
Key Learning:

We tend to think that our senders need to be consistent and our subject
lines need to use “marketing” language. But people may be more likely to engage 
if they believe our email came from a person.  

✓
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How subject line tone 
affects email open rate
Experiment #4116



How personal tone affects open rate

Control

• Sender is a person, 
not an organization

• Subject line is 
unclear and cut off

• Alt text for images 
and web version is 
inserted into preview 
text



How personal tone affects open rate

Treatment• Subject line is 
personal, heightens 
interest

• Preview text shows 
personalization



How personal tone affects open rate

Control Treatment

44.7% increase in 
open rate.



How personal tone affects open rate

44.7% increase in open rate

Version Open Rate Relative Diff Stat Confidence

Control 10.2%
Treatment 14.8% 44.7% 100.0%
Key Learning:

We believe that people give to people…but they also open emails from
people as well. Our communications must be transformed so that the 
recipient believes it comes from a person.

✓



Are you asking for their name?
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Strategy #4: Test copy 
length and its effect on 

conversion.
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How longform email copy 
affects clickthrough rate 
and donation conversion 
rate
Experiment ID: #2555



Email Copy Length

Background:
• Research Partner: Colson 

Center
• Longform Email
• Shortform Landing Page
• The ask is made in the 

Email

Control



Email Copy Length

Tested Elements:
• Shortform Email copy
• Longform Landing Page 

copy
• The ask is made on the 

Landing Page

Treatment



Email Copy Length
TreatmentControl

1,209% increase
in click through rate



Email Copy Length

1,209% increase in email clickthrough

Version CTR Relative Diff Stat Confidence

C: Longform Email 0.99%

T1: Shortform Email 13.0% 1,209.2% 100%
Key Learning:

By using shorter copy in the email, we reduced friction in the
treatment which led to an increase in clickthrough of 1,209%

✓



Email Copy Length
TreatmentControl

30.3% Decrease in Donations



Email Copy Length

30.3% decrease in donations

Version Donation
Conversion Relative Diff Stat Confidence

C: Longform Email 0.92%

T1: Shortform Email 0.64% -30.3% 100%
Key Learning:

By using shorter copy in the email, we increased clickthrough by 117%,
but decreased donations by 30.3%.

✓



96% of the email appeals 
we received this 
morning had an image 
in the email. 

Including images in emails
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Strategy #5: Test 
images. Do they really 

help?
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How urgency affects 
conversion and average 
gift
Experiment #412



Countdown Clock vs. Plain Email

Background:
• Client: Dallas Theological 

Seminary
• Last two emails in the 

CYE campaign
• Email has a direct call to 

action to make a gift

Control



Countdown Clock vs. Plain Email

Tested Elements:
• Identical copy within the 

email
• Added an animated gif that 

counted down to Dec. 31st

Treatment



Countdown Clock vs. Plain Email
TreatmentControl

51.1% increase
in response rate



Countdown Clock vs. Plain Email

51.1% increase in response rate

Version Resp. Rate Relative Diff Stat Confidence
C: Plain Email 0.2%

T1: Countdown Clock 0.3% 51.1% 95.6%

Key Learning:

The countdown clock in the email increased response rate by 51.1%
and average gift by 106.6%. The added urgency has the ability to
affect both a donors willingness to give and the amount they give.

✓



onlineforlife.org

How the placement of an 
image and call-to-action 
affects clickthrough rate
Experiment #2822



How placement of an image affects clickthrough rate

Control

• Premium-focused 
appeal

• Image of the book is 
placed after the call 
to action



How placement of an image affects clickthrough rate

Treatment

• Image of book is 
moved before the 
call-to-action to 
properly order the 
incentive and the CTA



Treatment

How placement of an image affects clickthrough rate

Control

87.7% increase in 
clickthrough rate.

89.4% increase
in donor conversion



How placement of an image affects clickthrough rate

87.7% increase in clickthrough rate

Version CTR Relative Diff Stat Confidence

Control 3.5%
Treatment 6.6% 87.7% 100.0%

Key Learning:
Email templates may reinforce the brand and increase the authority 

of an email, but they also tip our hand to the recipient that our email is 
“marketing”. Thus, fewer people to take the intended action and click. 

✓



98% of the email appeals 
we received this 
morning were in some 
sort of designed 
template

Email design: does it help?
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Strategy #6: Test your 
template. Is it helping or 

hurting?
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How the design of a 
fundraising email affects 
clickthrough rate
Experiment #4174



How fundraising email design affects clickthrough rate

Control
• Sender is unknown to 

audience
• Templated email is 

intended to give 
context to the ask and 
reinforce the brand

• Images give context to 
donation ask



How fundraising email design affects clickthrough rate

Treatment

• Branding and images 
are stripped out, 
creating a personal 
feel for the appeal

• Email still contains 
templated elements, 
but is responsive and 
not designed.



Treatment

How fundraising email design affects clickthrough rate

Control

80.3% increase in 
clickthrough rate.



How fundraising email design affects clickthrough rate

80.3% increase in clickthrough rate

Version CTR Relative Diff Stat Confidence

Control .17 %
Treatment .30% 80.3% 100.0%

Key Learning:
Email templates may reinforce the brand and increase the authority 

of an email, but they also tip our hand to the recipient that our email is 
“marketing”. Thus, fewer people to take the intended action and click. 

✓



92% of the email appeals 
we received this 
morning lacked a 
personal tone.

Personal tone in emails
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BONUS Strategy: Test a 
more personal tone 

with your emails
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How personal tone in a 
fundraising appeal affects 
donor conversion
Experiment #4171



How personal tone in appeal affects donor conversion

Control

• Traditional appeals 
had branded 
template and large 
CTA buttons

• Email is centered 
around another 
family, unknown to 
the reader



How personal tone in appeal affects donor conversion

Treatment
• New appeal made a 

simple, clear ask.
• Initial copy gave 

relevance to the ask: “I 
know you’ve been 
using CaringBridge
recently”.

• Branding moved to 
signature block



Treatment

How personal tone in appeal affects donor conversion

Control

145.5% increase in 
conversion rate.



How personal tone in appeal affects donor conversion

145.5% increase in conversion rate

Version Conv. Rate Relative Diff Stat Confidence

Control .01%
Treatment .02% 145.5% 99.5%
Key Learning:

It’s easy to revert to an omniscient marketing voice when writing on 
behalf of a brand. But people give to people, and they respond more when
they believe that a person is on the other side of the conversation. 

✓
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How personal tone affects 
clickthrough rate
Experiment #3423



How personal tone affects clickthrough rate

Control

• Email starts with 
strong statement 
that doesn’t address 
the reader.

• Image pasted into 
email seems to 
denote a template.



How personal tone affects clickthrough rate

Control

• Link and button copy 
may present decision 
friction.

• Signature is non-
native to personal 
emails. 



How personal tone affects clickthrough rate
Treatment

• Copy starts with a 
personal greeting. 

• Intro paragraph gives 
context and 
qualification. 

• Statement is presented 
as information, rather 
than position. 



How personal tone affects clickthrough rate
Treatment

• Personalization is 
repeated.

• Link is given context, 
and personalization 
is repeated in thank-
you.

• Email signature is 
plain-text. 



How personal tone affects clickthrough rate

Control Treatment

109.2% increase in 
clickthrough rate.



How personal tone affects clickthrough rate

Control Treatment

109.2% increase in 
clickthrough rate.

304.8% increase in 
donor conversion.



How personal tone affects clickthrough rate

109.2% increase in clickthrough rate

Version Clickthrough
Rate Relative Diff Stat Confidence

Control .21%
Treatment .44% 109.2% 100.0%
Key Learning:

When email copy addresses the recipient personally and gives context
for both the communication and the ask, clickthrough rate may increase. 
✓



How personal tone affects clickthrough rate

304.8% increase in donor conversion

Version Conversion 
Rate Relative Diff Stat Confidence

Control .03%
Treatment .12% 304.8% 100.0%
Key Learning:

When email copy addresses the recipient personally and gives context
for both the communication and the ask, clickthrough rate may increase. 
✓



6 Strategies to Optimize Email Appeals

1. Test a different sender.
2. Measure every metric, even when just 

testing subject lines.
3. Test personalization of your emails.
4. Test copy length and its effect on 

conversion.



6 Strategies to Optimize Email Appeals

5. Test images in your email. Do they really 
help?
6. Test your email template designs. Do 
they really help?
BONUS: Test the tone of your email. It’s not 
what you say, but how you say it. 



How we often approach digital fundraising



How we should approach digital fundraising



How we should approach digital fundraising



How we should approach digital fundraising



The Fundraiser’s Creed



The Fundraiser’s Creed



The Fundraiser’s Creed
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Thank You! Send Me Your Questions!

Jeff Giddens
jeff@nextafter.com

@jagiddens
Website: www.NextAfter.com


