
A short-term guide 
for marketing 
planned giving
A plan for the next 90 days



The Situation 
» �What’s going on now

The Data 
» �Some surprising discoveries

The Opportunity 
» �Marketing planned giving to people at home

The plan
» �How to successfully reach out to donors over 

the next 90 days
» �Some pandemic dos and don’ts

Let’s take 
a closer 
look at…



PHASE 1: Nonprofits reacted
THE SITUATION

CLICK TO ZOOMCLICK TO ZOOM CLICK TO ZOOM

How they did it:
» �Assured donors 

of the nonprofit’s 
stability

» �Described the 
organization’s 
response to the 
pandemic

» �Sought support for 
immediate needs



PHASE 2: Nonprofits showed support
THE SITUATION

CLICK TO ZOOMCLICK TO ZOOM CLICK TO ZOOM

How they did it:
» �Expressed 

empathy; offered 
encouragement

» �Demonstrated hope 
and positivity

» �Reinforced the 
connection: “We’re 
all in this together”



So, what’s next?
PHASE 3:



Donors are ready  
to hear from you
You have a captive audience.
How will you respond?

THE SITUATION

People are thinking about:
» �The fragility of life
» �How to protect loved ones  
» �Financial stability
» �Ways to help others



Hope 
Connection

What donors need from you now



The 
Data



Nonprofits moving 
forward with planned 

giving marketing

79%
Stelter Planned Giving Pulse Survey | April 29 - May 3, 2020

THE DATA



Screen time  
is surging

THE DATA

+60%
Overall content consumption:

TV VIEWING STREAMING TV WEB TRAFFIC SOCIAL MEDIA
INSTAGRAM 

IMPRESSIONS SOCIAL FOLLOWS

+11% +13% +24% +66% +22% +14%
1 https://www.nielsen.com/us/en/insights/article/2020/staying-put-consumers-forced-indoors-during-crisis-spend-more-time-on-media

2 https://www.comscore.com/Insights/Blog/Media-Consumption-during-the-Coronavirus-Pandemic
3 https://time.com/5806060/coronavirus-movie-theaters-streaming/ 

4 WorldData®, Key metrics from March 5 to 16
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Email offers  
a big opportunity

THE DATA

Email activity is up. Inbox volume is down.

EMAIL 
OPEN RATES

CLICK-THROUGH 
RATES

+11% +35%
EMAIL ACTIVITY

THE TOTAL MARKET IS 
SENDING 19% LESS.

+27%
Even if your email is never opened, 

seeing a brand’s name in an inbox helps 

to keep you top of mind with donors.

WorldData®, Key metrics from March 5 to 16



Communication channels 
nonprofits plan to use

THE DATA

Email 79%

Direct mail 56%

Phone 48%

Social media 25%

Stelter Planned Giving Pulse Survey | March 31 - April 5, 2020



What strategies are you employing to communicate  
with donors at this time?

Stelter Planned Giving Pulse Survey | March 31 - April 5, 2020
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THE DATA



The 
Opportunity



Now is 
the time!
We know exactly where our donors 
and prospects are: AT HOME.

THE OPPORTUNITY

We work from home.
We socialize from home.
We plan from home.
We consume content from home.

We must reset our marketing plans to fit a “stay  
home” frame of mind and deliver content that sparks  
a feeling of connection. 



Prepare to reframe 
your approach

THE OPPORTUNITY

Many of the concepts that planned giving 
marketers introduce remain valid in today’s 

climate—if you express them differently.

» �Instead of asking for a bequest, ask prospects to take 
a personal inventory of what matters most to them.

» �Use the COVID-19 crisis as a touchpoint to talk 
about planning and preparedness.

» �Rather than focusing on what your nonprofit has 
accomplished, thank your donors for their loyalty 
and generosity. Then describe how such generous 
gifts have helped you to continue your mission.



The
Plan



Start with stewardship
THE PLAN



» �Planning time
» �Catching up
» �Family first
» �Thank you!
» �Home
» Inspiration
» �Planning tips

Pay attention to language
Avoid pushy, scary words and phrases: Match the mood:

THE PLAN

» �Hurry
» Final wishes
» �Don’t miss out
» �COVID-19/coronavirus
» �“How do you want to be remembered?”
» �“Have your best year yet!”
» �“Giving is contagious”

PRO TIP: Avoid ALL CAPS. No need to shout, especially now.



Email: Users scan 
rather than read

THE PLAN

“How People Read Online: The Eyetracking Evidence” NN/g Nielsen Norman Group, 2020

People are much more likely to  scan  digital content than 
read it. In addition, they are not likely to read your content 
completely or in sequential order.

Three email must-dos:
» �Write in plain language.
» �Use headings, subheadings, bulleted lists and bold text to 

highlight important information.
» �Place the most important information up front.



Survey: Extending 
your donor discovery

THE PLAN

Increased nonprofit survey  
click-to-open ratesSURVEY-RELATED 

EMAILS

IN SUBMISSIONS

+38%
There has never been a more 
important time to take the pulse of 
your donors. A survey does just that.  
A recent increase in click-to-open rates 
suggests that people have time or are 
more interested in providing feedback 
to their favorite organization.

2

1 WorldData®, Key metrics from March 5 to 16 
2 “Assessing the Impact of COVID-19 on Client Email Marketing Activity,” The Stelter Company, Jan. 5 - April 18, 2020
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Have more meaningful  
conversations

THE PLAN

Surveys work because…
» �Many people are taking this “forced slowdown” 

as a chance to reflect and take a “personal 
inventory” of what’s nearest and dearest to them.

» �With a majority of the country spending most 
of their time at home, what a great time to 
engage donors and prospects to get direct 
feedback on what they care about and 
whether you may be part of their plans.



Make the  
effort to try 
something new

THE PLAN

» �Virtual tours of organization
» �Lunch-and-learns
» �Webinar series
» �Online events
» �Virtual coffee or lunch 
» Digital happy hour
» �Facebook Live concert



5 creative ideas
THE PLAN



1. MAKE A PERSONAL CONNECTION 
Top-tier or assigned donors

THE PLAN

» �Send a personal card or letter. 

» �Write a personalized email from your personal account 

(attach photos, articles or updates of interest).

» �Make a phone call purely to check in.

» �Distribute a short video made on your phone or laptop 

with an update on what’s going on at your organization.

Theme: Stewardship

Tone: Informal. Share a little humor if appropriate; show 

your humanity.

Message examples: 
» �“At times like this, I am never more appreciative of your 

many years of support … “

» �“Shortly before the campus closed, I had a conversation 

with a student who reminded me of how much a [school 

name] education can shape a young life …”

» �“I think I’ve walked my dog more this month than all of 

last year!”

» �“PS: I thought you might enjoy this photo of the gardens 

in full bloom.”



2. MAKE A PERSONAL CONNECTION 
Reaching a wider audience

THE PLAN

» Send a thank-you postcard. 

» Send a thank-you email. 

	 • Include a video message from a key staff person

» �Devote the next issue of your planned giving newsletter to 

stewardship. Topics:

	 • �Mission spotlight

	 • �Donations in action

	 • �How to pass on your values

	 • �Why your connection matters

» �Offer helpful resources:

	 • �Legacy letter templates

	 • �Estate planning resources

Theme: The Gratitude Report

Tone: Warm, supportive and instructional

Message examples: 
» �“Thank you! It’s because of supporters like you we’re able 

to support our … “

» �“You haven’t met him, but thanks to you …”

» ��“I believe that every child deserves a warm meal. I’m happy 

to do what I can to ensure that happens,” says supporter 

Jane Doe.

» �“[Our org] can adapt and thrive today, because generous 

supporters in years past had the foresight to make gifts for 

the future ...”



3. PROVIDE HOPE; PROMOTE PLANNING
THE PLAN

» �Times like these remind us all of the value of careful 

planning. Rather than overtly promoting wills and 

bequests, share resources to help donors plan.

» �Pair these resources with reminders of the value of 

your organization and the hope your mission provides 

for the future.

Theme: Everybody Needs a Plan

Tone: Warm, supportive and instructional

Delivery methods: 
	 » �Email

	 » �Direct mail

	 » �Social media

Message examples: 
» �“We want to provide you with a resource that others like 

you have found helpful ...”

» ��“As a gift to you, please accept this complimentary estate 

planning kit … “

» �“When you have a plan, it’s easier to make timely 

decisions and stay on track. As a thank you for your 

support, we’d like to ensure you have the tools to put 

your own plans in place ...”

» �“Protect what matters most with this free resource ...”



4. CAPTURE FEEDBACK 
Build connection

THE PLAN

» �Just as a face-to-face conversation would, send a survey 

that allows you to learn what donors consider important 

regarding your organization, its mission and operation.

» �Employ a survey now to gain broad insight on your 

donors’ state of mind and interests.

» �Send a short pulse survey to gather immediate feedback 

on a timely topic.

» �Regardless of the subject matter, remember that surveys 

are primarily lead-generation tools. Your most engaged 

donors are your best prospects.

Surveys can be used at any stage of a 
marketing campaign. Be sure to ask 
questions that bring to mind life, family 
and connections to your mission.



5. EDUCATE DONORS ABOUT GIFT OPPORTUNITIES
THE PLAN

Tread carefully here. A one-size-fits-all 
approach will not work. 

Two things to consider before marketing a specific gift type: 

» �Your audience. What is your audience’s typical appetite for 

targeted gift appeals? What is their frame of mind today?

» �Your organization’s relationship to the COVID-19 crisis. 
Is your mission directly tied to the pandemic effort? If so, 

your message could be more direct.

Gifts to Market Now
» Donor advised funds  

	 • �“Help us today without impacting your current income.” 

» Bequests 

	 • �“A simple way to show you care without affecting 

current finances.”  

» CGAs  

	 • “Increase your income now while supporting our work.” 

» Blended giving  

	 • Use when you hear “I wish I could …”

» Percentage giving 

	 • �“Balance your family needs with a desire to make  

an impact.”



In business since 1962, The Stelter Company is the strategic partner nearly 
1,500 leading nonprofits nationwide depend on most to provide expertise 
on cultivating valuable, long-term donor relationships through a unique 
combination of industry insight, customer focus and creative services. 

Industry Insight / Customer Focus / Creative Service
 www.stelter.com
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