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The results rolling in from the fundraising appeal were...well, terrible.

It was mid-November, the economy was in shambles and getting worse by the day and Oxfam
America’s first end-of-year email appeal of 2008 was tanking.

Oxfam America, an international relief and development organization, has a loyal donor base,
and for the last several years similar early-bird emails — sent to a limited group of supporters —
had done well. This year, the appeal was generating 50% of last year’s total, even though the

audience had grown by 50%. Clearly, the recession was having a dramatic affect on Oxfam’s
fundraising.

We were already into the last 45 days of the year — by far the most important period in the
calendar for Oxfam’s fundraising — and we were in trouble.

So we called a planning meeting and started answering the question, “What more can we do?”
And in the end, by shifting our approach, adding a handful of new elements and tweaking our
tactics on the fly, we were able to increase end-of-year giving by almost $200,000 over 2007,
bring in over 3,500 more donations and beat our goals. Recession be damned.

Here’s what we did.

1) Expanded our comfort zone

Like a lot of large, well-branded organizations, Oxfam America’s holiday appeals traditionally
relied on a broad overview of the organization’s past successes and upcoming plans, reminding
supporters why they care about Oxfam in the first place.

That needed to change. After our disappointing first appeal, the online fundraising team met and
decided that we would focus on just one major problem — the fact that 100 million more people

went hungry in 2008 — and give that problem a name: the Global Hunger Epidemic.

By focusing on this specific problem, we hoped to make case for why it was important to give
right this minute, not just why Oxfam was a worthy organization in general.
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Crisis? What Crisis? To enhance the impact, we also made two very important adjustments in
our appeal language. In the November appeal, we had split-tested versions that did and did not
refer to the financial crisis as a challenging factor in Oxfam’s anti-poverty work. Interestingly,
the version that made no mention of the crisis outperformed the one that did, so we shied away
from mentioning it in our appeals. Additionally, Oxfam knew that their 2009 budgets could be
cut if overall funding did not increase. We included language in every appeal that said, “If we
don’t hit our goal, programs may be scaled back.”

2) Made the most of our emails
In addition to tweaking our messaging, we tweaked our tactics.

First, we set a public goal of raising $2 million online by December 31 (a
natural tax-year deadline) and promoted the goal in all email and web copy, as
well as a thermometer graphic.

We also figured out how to add two appeals to the series without sending
more messages than last year by replacing an email newsletter and an Oxfam
America Unwrapped appeal. (Unwrapped is Oxfam’s alternative gift-giving
program.)

And, finally, we made the most of our last appeal. Donors are more likely

than ever to give towards the end of a series (it’s a trend we’ve seen across

clients), so our December 31% appeal featured the full treatment: a note above

the email wrapper, ‘thank you’s’ to all prior $100+ donors and just a hint of

guilt-inducing language. -

This is the last email we'll send — we still havent heard from you, and we're only 5165000 shy
iar

of our goal. We hope you'll make an end-of-year gift, even a modest one. Donate now, and fight
the global hunger epidemic.
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# TELL A FRIEND

Dear Marc

A7

With hours left in our campaign, we haven't heard
from you

One single donation can ease profound suffering
100 million more people have gone hungry this year
bringing the total to nearly a billion worldwide; we
need svery single Oxfam supporter to dig deep

The deadline for year-end, tax-deductible
giving is in a matter of hours, and we're still

short of our $2 millien budget goal. One last chance to give in 2008.
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Please contribute before midnight! Help us get to 52 million by midnight.




3) Optimized landing pages

Testing has consistently shown how much of a difference even subtle changes on donation pages
can make. We took that to heart in two crucial ways.

First, we helped Oxfam conceive and script a short, powerful online video. Oxfam staff
produced it in-house with basic editing software, and we included it in every appeal and donation
page. It used moving text, simple animation and compelling music to make our case for giving.
Previous Oxfam videos had been informative, but not emotional — more suitable for a board
meeting than a full-list appeal. This one lived up to M+R’s basic rule for online video: make me
laugh, make me cry, or go home.

Additionally, Oxfam worked with Convio to produce an API-based donation form for all
donation pages. This work transformed the default Convio donation forms into cleaner, more
appealing forms.

Collectively, the work on the appeals and the landing pages netted a 49% increase over 2007 in
total giving in response to appeals, despite a significant decrease in average gifts, which we
attribute to economic factors.

4) Went all out with the homepage promotions

In our November meeting, we developed an in-depth plan to maximize every single visit to
www.OxfamAmerica.org.

For the first time ever, a ‘lightbox” would pop up above the homepage with an end-of-year
giving promotion during the month of December. The lightbox featured strong text, the
thermometer graphic and some radio button teasers where donors chose their desired
contribution amount before clicking “submit” and landing on the full donation page. Cookies
ensured that each user would only see this once (until December 31%, when it was up for all
users, all day).
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http://www.oxfamamerica.org/

2,200 more donations than last year, which made up for a decline in average gift. There’s no
way we could have achieved this without our aggressive promotion strategy.

So what does this mean for you?

With no end to the recession in sight, your organization will likely have a “November moment”
if it hasn’t already. But it helps to be prepared.

First, get your colleagues thinking creatively NOW about how to change your pitch during
annual campaigns. Your organization is wonderful and valuable, but that’s not enough anymore.
Why is it important to give right now, at this very second? What will make your donors forget
about their 401k’s for a moment?

Second, stop making excuses and make an online video. It doesn’t have to be fancy. Oxfam’s
didn’t even require a camera! But if it’s emotionally resonant, it will increase returns and be
well worth the investment.

Third, build a lightbox or splash page that’s ready to roll out when a media hit or emergency
drives a spike in website traffic. Making the most of those moments is critical to staying strong
in a weak economy.

As a last resort, consider replacing one or two non-fundraising messages with fundraising
appeals. Adding messages is not a sustainable strategy, and you should monitor unsubscribe
rates carefully, but if your campaign is resonating don’t be afraid to get while the getting’s good.

Meeting your budget in this economic climate may take a bit more effort, but the efforts pay off
—so don’t go down without a fight!

QUESTIONS, COMMENTS?

If you have questions or would like to discuss your organization’s online fundraising strategy,
please don’t hesitate to get in touch with us.

Marc Ruben

Vice President

M+R Strategic Services
mruben@mrss.com
(510) 704-9955

ABOUT M+R STRATEGIC SERVICES

M+R is dedicated to helping our clients advance their missions in order to bring about positive
change. We do this by helping organizations and campaigns we believe in develop smart and
effective strategies, hone their messages, mobilize their members, build grassroots support, raise
money, and communicate effectively with the media, the public and decision-makers, both
online and offline. www.mrss.com
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