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Want to Cultivate New List Members?  Skip the Small Talk!
Thinking about sending out a carefully crafted welcome message to help introduce new list members to your organization and get them engaged in your work?  Better think again! 
If your goal is to cultivate good activists and/or donors, it seems you might be better served by skipping the "welcome" message(s) altogether.  Data from tests we recently conducted for several of our nonprofit clients has shown that "welcome" messages are not the most effective first communication for new subscribers.

So What Does Work?

It might seem way too easy, but it appears that a typical action alert or fundraising appeal on your most current, most compelling issue/campaign is far more effective at engaging new list members – and retaining them – than a well-crafted welcome message!  

Check out the data below from a recent test to see how a welcome message and an advocacy alert compared in terms of clicks, actions, and unsubscribes, as well as how the two groups responded to subsequent action alerts.  (Please note: the welcome message referenced below included a request to take action via an online petition in addition to information about the organization and what to expect as list members.)

	
	Group A
	Group B

	Received
	Welcome Email
	Action Alert

	Initial Members
	2,678
	2,586

	Current Members
	2,612
	2,543

	Churn Rate
	2.46%
	1.66%

	
	Welcome Email Results
	Action Alert Results

	Open Rate
	28.22%
	24.77%

	Click-Thru Rate
	11.42%
	13.46%

	Actions
	237
	320

	Response Rate
	9.92%
	12.52%

	
	Subsequent Action Alert 1 Results
	Subsequent Action Alert 1 Results

	Open Rate
	26.48%
	24.11%

	Click-Thru Rate
	11.76%
	11.17%

	Actions
	199
	211

	Response Rate
	8.07%
	8.67%


If your goal is to cultivate good activists, I strongly recommend sending new recruits an action alert within their first week on your list.  Make a good first impression and make it fast.  The first few weeks that a new subscriber is on your list represent a golden window of opportunity: List members are most receptive and responsive to communications from your organization in their first six weeks on your list.  We consistently find higher open rates for the first message people receive than for subsequent alerts.  That's why it’s critical to move fast and really make that first email count!  

What about Cultivating Donors?

The same exact rules apply when it comes to cultivating donors. If your goal is to build a list of donors, make the first message new recruits receive from your organization a fundraising appeal.  And send it within their first week on your list!  
While the idea of sending a fundraising appeal to your brand new online supporters might cause your policy or advocacy staff to issue howls of protest and begin foaming at the mouth, the data shows this is the best way to encourage people to become loyal donors.  And you can never have too many of those, right?  You’ll also be comforted to know that an early fundraising appeal does not seem to have a significant impact on advocacy response rates down the road. (See results below.)
Keep in mind that this first fundraising appeal is likely to receive a far lower response than a first action alert would (as is true of any fundraising appeal) and is obviously not a good way to generate actions but it will help you raise more money over time.

The data below shows the results of a test conducted with three equally and randomly split groups of new subscribers to an environmental group’s email list.  All the subscribers were recruited via a petition for a Roadless Forest campaign.  

The longer welcome series actually made list members more likely to unsubscribe.  Also, the members of Group C that received a fundraising appeal as their first message from the organization made more donations overall than the other two groups.  Although the other two groups did not receive a fundraising appeal as their first message, they did receive one as the third message in the series, so each of the three groups received the same number of fundraising appeals.  The welcome message included a request to take action via an online petition in addition to some information about the organization and what to expect as list members.
	 
	Group A
	Group B
	Group C

	Received
	Week 1: Welcome 

Week 2: Online survey

Week 3: Fundraising appeal (Arctic Refuge)
	Week 1: Welcome 

Week 2: Online survey

Week 3: Fundraising appeal (Roadless Forest)
	Week 1: Fundraising appeal (Arctic Refuge)

	Initial Members
	4,200
	4,200
	4,200

	Current Members
	3,782
	3,806
	3,845

	Churn Rate
	14.05%
	13.50%
	12.61%

	Total Actions*
	10,091
	10,193
	9,680 

	Actions Per Member*
	2.67
	2.68
	2.52

	Actions Per Member Per Month*
	0.4
	0.4
	0.36

	Members Who’ve Taken Action At Least Once
	2,954
	2,981
	2,993

	Total Donations
	55
	50
	70

	Total Donated
	$2,565 
	$2,270 
	$3,100 

	Amount Raised Per Member
	$0.68 
	$0.60 
	$0.81 


* Does not include actions from welcome message.
*The difference between the three groups in terms of actions taken is not statistically significant.
But I Want to Cultivate Activists AND Donors!

Given that the combination of advocacy and fundraising is a powerful and effective one for many groups, it’s quite likely that your organization wants to cultivate both activists and donors.  Unfortunately, I am not yet aware of a single magic formula for this.  Try to think of it as a continuous balancing act. 

I suggest that you weigh your organizational priorities (do you need to collect as many public comments as you can before the comment period closes or are you desperately trying to reach a certain monetary goal before a matching gift offer expires?).  Also consider the relative strength of your advocacy and fundraising asks at any given time (if you have an incredibly powerful advocacy campaign but only a generic fundraising campaign, go with the action).  And try to stay flexible.  If your colleagues are uncomfortable with the idea of sending either a fundraising appeal or an action alert as the organization’s first communication, propose a test with a subset of people to make it seem less intimidating.  

Don’t be afraid to play around with the sequence and timing of the messages you send to your new list members.  For example, you could try sending them an action alert and following it up with an appeal a week later, or vice versa.  If you or others on your staff are concerned about over-messaging your new subscribers, you could start with an action alert and follow up with the people who took action by sending them an appeal requesting donations to support some aspect of that particular advocacy campaign.
Check out the data below from another recent test to determine the impact on advocacy and fundraising response rates of sending a generic welcome message versus an action alert versus a fundraising appeal as the first communication.  
There are three very encouraging things to note: 
1. It does not appear that receiving a fundraising appeal as their first communication has had a hugely negative impact on Group C’s response rates to advocacy campaigns.
2. It does appear that receiving a fundraising appeal as their first communication from the organization has made Group C significantly more responsive donors than either Groups A or B.

3. It does not appear that receiving a fundraising appeal as their first communication has made Group C more likely than Groups B or A to unsubscribe from the list.

	 
	Group A
	Group B
	Group C

	Received
	Generic Welcome 
	Advocacy Alert
	Fundraising Appeal

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	Initial Members
	2,540
	2,657
	2,678

	Current Members
	2,288
	2,273
	2,295

	Churn Rate
	9.64%
	8.42%
	8.46%

	Total Actions*
	3,195
	3,236
	2,944

	Actions Per Member*
	1.4
	1.42
	1.28

	Actions Per Member Per Month*
	0.2
	0.2
	0.18

	Total Donations
	30
	23
	55

	Total Donated
	$1,390 
	$900 
	$2,359 

	Amount Raised Per Member
	$0.61 
	$0.40 
	$1.03 


*Does not include actions from welcome message
Additional Resources:

eNonprofit Benchmarks Study. The eNonprofit Benchmarks Study is the first-of-its-kind look at the effectiveness of major American nonprofit organizations using the Internet to raise money and influence public policy. The study is a tool that nonprofits can use to measure and compare their online performance to other organizations' online programs.  The study offers lots of valuable information from a variety of groups in an easy-to-read format.

Donor Loyalty: The Holy Grail of Fundraising. This recent white paper on donor loyalty by Cravers, Mathew, Smith seconds our advice: “Give the highest priority to securing a second gift from new donors. CMS client data indicates that the critical bonding "window" for a first-time donor is within 1-3 months of the initial gift. In one study, the average 3-year value for donors giving a second gift within the first month was 74% greater than a donor giving their second gift in the twelfth month. Your strategy for getting that second gift might need to include contacts that are not explicitly solicitations. Keep in mind that extra investment in winning an early second gift is well worth it.”

The Mercifully Brief, Real World Guide to Raising Thousands (If Not Tens of Thousands) of Dollars With Email. This new book with useful advice by Madeline Stanionis, president and creative director of DonorDigital, also recommends sending an invitation to donate to new recruits within their first week on an email list.
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