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T here’s a common thread many nonprofit 
organizations share when it comes to 
direct mail fundraising appeals—they 

can fall into the trap of hyping up all the 
great things their organizations do instead of 
discussing all the ways the donors help.

The latter approach is the way Veterans 
of Foreign Wars (VFW) conveys its mes-
sage in its fundraising newsletter test cam-
paign. “One of the things we see a lot is that 
organizations tend to lapse into what we 
call ‘chest-beating copy,’ with stories that 
are more about them, the nuts and bolts of 
their organization, versus what the donor is 
doing with the organization,” states Merritt 
Engel, vice president of Kansas City, Mo.-
based direct marketing firm Merrigan & 
Co., which handles messaging for VFW’s 
direct mail.

Mailed in November 2008 to 99,792 
nonmember donors—supporters of VFW—
against a calendar mailing, this test went out 
in a #10 with nothing but the VFW logo and 
return address on the outer and a window 
with the recipient’s name peeking through. 
The contents include a lift note, reply card, 
BRE and the four-page newsletter (Archive 
code #601-177353-0811). 

It’s one of the first times VFW has used 
the newsletter format in a nonmember 
appeal. “Our newsletters have been very 
successful with our member audience, and 
we assumed that it was because they were 
more involved with the organization,” admits 

Kelly Jones, development manager for VFW. 
“This was one of the first forays into sending 
an information-based appeal to a nonmem-
ber audience. Our goals were twofold: to 
increase net revenue per name by reducing 

the cost of the pack-
age and to strengthen 
ties with donors by 
providing them addi-
tional information 
about the work being 
accomplished through 
their support.”

Mission accom-
plished. The newslet-
ter package produced 
an average donation 
more than twice the 
amount of the calen-
dar package at less than half the cost. As a 
result, net revenue per name was 127 percent 
greater for the newsletter appeal. Jones and 
Engel agree that it was due to the engaging, 
emotional stories in the newsletter, which 

was strategically laid out.
“We have rules about what we 

want on the front cover. We always 
want faces, an engaging person look-
ing into the camera, usually the stron-
gest, most heartfelt story,” explains 
Engel. Titled An Update for Patriotic 
Supporters, the newsletter begins 
with the cover story, “VFW Helps 
Wounded Warrior ‘Keep Going,’” 
discussing the travails of Tech. Sgt. 
Terry Garner, including a photo of 
Garner in uniform. “We want the 
donor to feel like these things can’t 

happen without them,” says 
Engel. “It’s one thing for us to 
say we help 700,000 veterans, 

troops and family members, but it’s a whole 
other thing to say Courtney Davis got to hear 
from her boyfriend who’s deployed in Iraq. 
… It’s not all about the VFW and the great 
things they’re doing, but what the donor is 
doing through the VFW.”

The newsletter is unquestionably the 
focus of the package, but there is no true 
ask in it. That lies in the lift note, written 
by Adjutant General Allen “Gunner” Kent, 
including direct mail fundamentals such 
as underlined text and a P.S. “We tested 
with and without a lift note. In fact, we’ve 
even tested it with a full-size letter, and 
typically the lift note pulls best,” relays 
Engel. “We don’t want to make the ask 
very heavy in the newsletter. It needs to 
have a journalistic feel even though it is, 
of course, a fundraising piece.” IDM

Short and Smart
Newsletters can be very effective in direct mail, offering 
marketers/fundraisers the opportunity to convey their mes-
sages in an informative, engaging manner. But it’s important 
to keep them uncluttered and easy to read. “A conscious 
feature of the newsletter was making it scannable and a 
quick read,” says Merritt Engel, vice president of Merrigan 
& Co., regarding the VFW’s holiday newsletter appeal. “As 
much as it kills me as a copywriter that I want people to 
read it start to finish … if I have one minute with them and 
they read the headlines, they have [what] they need to make 
an informed decision about their donation.”
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VFW uses emotional stories in its newsletter mailer to show donors how their gifts affect lives

Partners in Change

VFW combines the compelling stories of its 
newsletter with an emotional ask in the lift 
note to garner donations. • Archive code 
#601-177353-0811. To order, call 215-238-
5225 or go to www.whosmailingwhat.com


