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TESTING IS NOT DIFFICULT

There are only a few things you need to know before you conduct a test, and specialized knowledge is not required in order to be successful.

1. How to articulate the objective of your test

Be clear about what you are testing and define your test as a question that does not presuppose the outcome.  
I knew a film producer who used to tell people who came to him with lengthy scripts, “If you can’t write your idea on the back of this business card, you don’t have a good idea”. The same thing applies in communicating with donors.  If you cannot acknowledge a donor in three sentences or less, you have a lot to learn.  Being succinct is the key.
A personal touch is the key to success. Add a handwritten note to a standard, otherwise dry letter.  Call your donors occasionally.  This will make donors feel much closer.
Keep the lines of communication open. Phone from time to time to say hello. Keep in touch. Don’t ask for money. Build the relationship.

Be more personal. I get calls from graduate students at my former university saying thank you for my gifts. It has caused us to give more and more often. The personal touch is so important.

This is an example of a test question phrased appropriately:

Are donors who are thanked personally for their gift more likely to give again and give more than other donors who do not receive personal thanks?

This phrasing is not appropriate, implying the possibility of failure.
The objective of this test is to personally thank donors for gifts so that they will continue to give and give gifts of higher value.

2. Controlled tests and variables

A controlled test is one in which two groups undergo identical procedures except for a single variable or difference that is particular only to the test group. For a test to be completely reliable, there should be only one variable so that any subsequent difference in performance between the control and test groups can be attributed to the variable. For instance, in the case of the test of personal thanks with the Paraplegic Association, the only variable was that 10% of the whole group of donors received a personal thank you call from a member of the Board of Directors.

If your test sample size is large enough to begin with, it is possible to subdivide the test group and introduce one or more new variables. (You can also run a test with multiple variables right from the start, but I don’t advise it if you haven’t done this kind of thing before.)

3. Duration and complexity

A controlled test can be a simple, one-time function, or it can carry on over a longer period of time, producing new information as time passes. Without ever doing anything with the test group again after the initial thank you call, we followed the Paraplegic Association test and control groups for two years and found that the test group’s average gift value continued to improve against that of the control group. This allowed us to conclude that a single personal interaction with a leadership volunteer can have a beneficial and long-lasting effect on donors.

The following pages describe how to replicate the test of personal thank you calls conducted with the Canadian Paraplegic Association. Because it is a detailed explanation, it may seem intimidating on first read. But, if you assign someone to manage the test and allocate a little time for analysis, you will find that it is not difficult to implement. The test procedure identifies eight things that could be impacted by the single act of thanking donors personally within these five categories: gift value, retention, movement to major gifts program, multiple giving within a single year, promptness of response. You do not have to run reports on all of these things if you think that is too much to handle. You can simply monitor gift value and retention, but the wider range of possibilities is included here for those who want to know more about the effect of improved donor communication.

The sample script, instructions to volunteer callers, phone call log sheet and post-test survey may be copied for your own use.

How to Conduct a Thank You Test in Your Organization

You can conduct a meaningful test in any fund-raising program—direct mail (acquisition, renewal or both), telemarketing, canvassing, major gifts, corporate campaign—as long as the program includes or can generate enough donors to make a test worthwhile. I chose a direct mail acquisition program precisely because of the arms-length nature of this type of fund-raising and the comparatively poor retention rate of first time donors. I felt that if personal contact could make a measurable impact with these donors, then there was a good chance that longer tenure donors would also be influenced by better communication.

You can also conduct a successful test whether your chosen program is new or has been in existence for some time. The latter is revealing in different ways because the test is launched with more data on hand, drawn from several components of an existing program. The overriding issue, though, is that you do conduct a test prior to full implementation. Comparative data is vital in order to build a solid case with decision-makers and in order to create a plan for donor-centered fund-raising and communication across your development department.

THANK YOU TEST PROCEDURE

1. Select the fund-raising program on which your test will be conducted.

2. Select either your acquisition or renewal program. Newly acquired or renewing donors support your organization for different reasons, have different needs, and require different approaches (see Chapter 3—Donors are People). You can conduct more than one test at a time if you are running simultaneous campaigns. However, you should assess the amount of time that you have to manage more multiple, simultaneous tests as well as the number of donors who can reasonably and logistically be called by board members within that time frame.
3. If you choose to test donors in your renewal program, remember that existing donors include those who are being solicited for only the second time (they were acquired in your most recent acquisition campaign) and donors who have been giving to you for longer. These two groups are not the same. You can either select a group of donors with the same “loyalty” characteristics or you might test a representative sample of donors at different stages of loyalty.

4. The following information will be needed at the time test results are analyzed and performance is compared with the control group.

	Information Required for the Test
	How to Collect the Information

	Sample Size

This is the number of donors you need to include in your test to produce reliable results.


	If your database is relatively small, you can include up to 50% of your donors in the test.

While it is unlikely you will have sufficient resources to test giving levels with statistical certainty, in order to generate reliable results, avoid allowing any single test donor to represent more than 1% of the entire test group. In other words, your sample should include at least 100 donors.

If you do not have enough donors to produce a sample group of at least 100, you can still conduct the test and the information you gather will be anecdotally important.



	Rate of Response

This is the percentage who gave of the total number solicited.


	Rate of response is determined by taking the number of donors who gave to a specific campaign and dividing it by the number of prospects who received the mailing. Be sure to include donor numbers that represent the entire campaign, including any follow-up mailings that would be considered to be part of the original campaign.



	Average Rate of Response


	You may wish to test donors from more than one campaign. For example, you might want to test a representative sample who gave at least once in the last two years during which time you conducted say, six campaigns. If this is the case, it will be sufficient for you to determine the average rate of response for each of the six campaigns and then average those six rates to produce a response rate across the two-year period.




	Average Gift— Single Campaign


	Calculate donors’ average gift value for a single campaign by dividing the gross revenue by the number of donors who gave. If that campaign included both an acquisition and a renewal component, calculate the two average gift levels separately.



	Average Gift— Multiple Campaigns


	To calculate the average gift value across a series of campaigns from which your test group may be drawn, add together the average gifts for each campaign and divide by the number of campaigns to produce an average over the period.



	Rate of Attrition

This is the rate at which donors leave or become inactive. It will be required to determine whether thanking donors once or intermittently influences long term loyalty.


	If you have already established a period of time that defines a donor as “lapsed,” then use it for this calculation. Many organizations use the benchmark of no giving over an 18-month period as a determinant. If you only solicit once a year, however, a donor may not be considered lapsed until after 24 months of non giving. Regardless, pick a timeframe, then double it. If it’s 18 months, go back 36 months from now. Create a file of donors who gave at least once in the earliest 18-month period. Calculate the percentage of these same donors who gave at least once more during the most recent 18-month period. The remainder percentage is your rate of attrition.

If you conduct a “thanks test” now, you will not be using this statistic for awhile. However, it will be valuable when the time comes.




	Rate of Promptness of Response.

 This information is valuable in determining whether donors who are personally thanked respond inappropriately to subsequent requests. This calculation helps determine whether test donors have become more actively supportive of your organization, or perhaps, have singled you out for prompt attention.


	Determine the number of weeks that your last renewal campaign was in execution. For the purpose of this test, day 1 of week 1 is the day your first gift was received. (If you haven’t tracked this information in your donor records, then you cannot determine this statistic at this time, but you should do so in your next campaign.) The last day of the last week is the date that your last gift to the campaign was received before you officially closed that campaign off. Chart the number of gifts received each week. (It would be valuable to plot this data on a line graph.) Do the same for each campaign in the past two years, then create a line graph that represents the average flow of responses weekly during your campaigns.

	Annual Average Rate of Response 

If you conduct more than one renewal solicitation annually, this calculation determines the average number of gifts per donor per year. 
This information is important in determining whether test donors give more often than other donors. Like the rate of attrition, you won‘t be using this information immediately, but it is very valuable.

	Let’s assume that you do three solicitations per year in this example. Look at two 12-month periods. Capture the names of all donors who gave at least once in the first year, and calculate the percentage of those who gave in one, two, or three campaigns. Do this the same for year 2, then take the average for the two years. 




	Rate of Transfer to Major Gifts Program 

This is a calculation of the number of donors who move up and out of your direct marketing program into major gift status each year and their average gift values.
	This is the least scientific calculation as donors seldom move into higher giving programs on their own. Success here depends on whether or not you have a regular and proactive process for encouraging donors into higher levels of giving. If you do, you should be able to easily identify how many donors in the last two years have graduated from your direct marketing program into the major gifts category. (Of course, each organization defines the value of a major gift relative to their own overall fund-raising portfolio and income level.) Take an average of both the number of donors and gift levels each year for the past two years.
If you do not have any major gift donors outside your direct marketing program, then make a note of what the average gift value is of the top 1% of your donors.

	Flow of Gift Income 

Similar to the line graph created for rate of promptness of
and response, the income flow graph charts the peaks and valleys of revenue over the course of the active campaign period.


	In telemarketing or canvassing programs, the flow of income is directly related to the number of donors called or contacted per night and the number of callers or canvassers on duty. But, in direct mail, donations flow from a single date solicitation and there is a period when you receive a concentration of gifts. If your organization tends to “batch” input information, then you may not know what your real flow of income is. However, you can probably get a good idea by reviewing bank deposit records. 

 Using the mail drop date as day 1, create a flow chart of the income received each day over the period of the campaign.




5. Create a critical path for the test. This is especially important since board members are being asked to participate. Work both forward and backward from the mail date of your campaign, allowing enough time to accomplish the required tasks. An example of a critical path for a direct mail campaign follows:
	Timing



1-2 months prior to drop date


	Activity

• Gather the comparative data referred to in the above chart.

• Determine the sample size. This will involve estimating the number of donors expected to give and deciding how many to call.

• Determine the number of board members required and the calling schedule that ensures calls will be made within 24 or 48 hours of gift receipt, even during peak times. 

• Determine the information to be captured in calls.



	1 month prior to drop date


	• Secure the commitment of members of the board.



	1 week prior to drop date


	• Send board members the sample script and instructions.



	3-4 days into the campaign


	•Put board members on stand-by for first calls to early donors.



	first calling day/evening


	• Orient board members to the process.



	daily following the previous day’s/night’s calling


	•Input data.

•Take action on any extraordinary calls.



	weekly during the active campaign


	•Ensure that calling quotas are met and that a sufficient number of donors are being called for sample validity.



	within twenty-four hours after completion of board members’ calls


	•Thank board members personally for their contribution to the test.

	end of campaign


	•Report to the board on results of the test.



	end of the following campaign


	•Conduct initial analysis of the test, comparing the performance of the test group against the control group in each statistical category referenced in the table above.

	long term


	•Continue to measure the influence of a single personal call through ongoing analysis.


6. Choose the Test Sample

In the test we conducted, every tenth donor was captured in the test group. This is a perfectly acceptable way to accrue a random sample as long as you start at the very beginning of the campaign with the first donations received, and continue to add donors to the test group until the end of the campaign. This is important because donors who give immediately and donors who wait for some time before giving may display different characteristics. It may be that in your organization the average gift value of donors who give in the first half of the campaign is higher than that of donors who give in the latter half. You want to be sure, then, to sample the entire donor group. Your future analysis may investigate whether late donors give earlier the next time if they receive a personal call.

Use information from past campaigns plus the size of your prospect group to estimate how many gifts you will receive and how large your sample should be. Be practical, too. It is counter-productive to overburden board members with too many calls. If each board member has to make ten calls a night for five weeks, they won’t do it.

If this is your first campaign and you have no historical data on which to base your organization’s and your donors’ performance standards, you can still conduct a test. Results from test donors will be compared with the results of all other donors in the same campaign.

In order to generate statistically significant results, your test should include a minimum of 100 test donors representing no more than 50% of all donors in the campaign. However, if you have only 30 donors, calling 15 of them will still give you good anecdotal information that will help you plan your future donor- centered fund-raising program. Do not call all your donors. If you do that, you are not conducting a test; you are implementing a program and you will relinquish the benefits that testing provides.

7. Create the calling script and caller orientation materials

There is nothing more straightforward than the script for a thank you call.

Three sentences comprise the full extent of your board members’ responsibilities. Any conversation that takes place after this point should be initiated only by the donor. Many donors are quite satisfied to end the call after the board member expresses his appreciation; some will comment on the organization’s work; some will praise the board member for his contribution to the organization; and some will talk about why they gave. Whether the call evolves into a conversation or not is not the issue; the fact that someone important in the organization took the time to call is.
Following are sample instructions to board member callers (which can be adapted to suit your charity’s process) along with a sample caller sheet and an evaluation questionnaire for board members making personal calls.
Dear Members of the Board of (organization),

Thank you for agreeing to make calls of appreciation to donors in our test taking place from (date) to (date). Here is some background information for your calls:

What you should say

The intention of the call is ONLY to thank donors for their gift just received. To that end, we would like to ensure that each donor receives a personal call within 24 to 48 hours of his gift arrival at our office. To make this possible, we will be processing gift information immediately and will fax or deliver calling forms such as the attached sample to your home (office) by 4pm each day. There will be one form per donor, the information that must be recorded is in bold. Additional space is provided for anything else that transpires in your call which you feel is noteworthy.

We have found it to be most effective if you say something like this:

“Hello, Mr/Mrs X My name is Jane Brown and I’m a member of the volunteer Board of Directors of (name of organization,). I am calling to thank you for your support of our organization. We just received your gift today (yesterday,) and I wanted to let you know in person how very much we appreciate it.”

At this point, simply pause and wait for a response. Some donors are quite startled and do not know what to say. Usually they are very appreciative and gracious.

Most calls are very short simply ending after you express your thanks. We would appreciate it if you do not make any comment that could be construed as another request such as “We are grateful for your gift and hope that you will continue to support us in the future.” This hints of another solicitation, and we want to avoid leaving that impression. You could end the call by simply wishing the donor a pleasant evening.

Sometimes a caller will ask you about how our organization is doing or they will want some information about our programs and services. If you are comfortable answering their questions, by all means do so. If not, perhaps you could ask them f they would like the Executive Director (or other staff person,) to contact them separately. If so, please note that on the form. If a donor expresses an interest in giving more or in volunteering his time, you can definitely engage in that discussion. Other organizations’ experience with thank you calls by board members has shown that a small number of donors want to discuss making an additional gift and sometimes it can be significantly higher than the gift they have just made. The Board member’s call is not manipulative, in this case; it is the opportunity for the donor to realize an existing desire.

Additional information to be gathered

If donors offer information about themselves, make comments about our organization, or say anything else that you feel is worth noting (and in fund-raising, almost everything is worth noting), please record it on the attached form.

Reaching voicemail or another occupant

If you reach voicemail, try the number again later if you still do not reach the donor in person, carry this call over for one more day. Try making your call at another time of day.  If by the end of the second evening you still have not reached the donor in person, please leave a brief thank you message on his answering machine.

If you connect to someone else in the household and the donor is not home, you have two choices. If you know you are speaking with the donor spouse or someone in whom you have confidence that the message will be passed on as intended, you can choose to leave a message of thanks. However, it is probably safer to let the person know that you will call back later and to ask for a convenient time to call.
You could say something like this which lets the person know that this is not a solicitation call:

“I’m a member of the Board of Directors of (‘name of organization) calling to let (‘name of donor) know that we just received the donation she sent and I simply wanted to thank her for her kindness. I’ll call later or tomorrow when she is at home. Is there any best time for me to call? (Wait for the answer) If I don‘t connect with her would you please pass on (‘name of organization’s) thanks for her contribution? Thank you.”

What happens with the results of these calls?

Donors who receive a personal call (including those donors who received messages left on their answering machines) will be specially coded, and any additional information gathered during the calls will also be recorded.

The next time these donors are solicited along with other donors who did not receive a call, we will be comparing their average gift levels, their rate of response, the promptness of response, and other information. We will continue to do this for a period of at least two years, which will also allow us to measure long term loyalty of the two groups. Though we anticipate that donors who receive personal calls are likely to show greater loyalty over time and make increasingly generous gifts, we need reliable information from this test for future planning and forecasting.

We will not be calling these donors again for some time. However if this test produces meaningful results, we will extend the calling program to include other donors. At the end of this test, we will provide the board with a report on this program.

The attached form

Please use one call sheet per donor.  Information you will need to make your calls appears in the shaded area. We would appreciate it if you returned the forms to us by fax or in person within 24 hours of completing your calls.
A final request

Equally important as receiving information about the donors you called is receiving your own impression of this task. Please take a moment to complete the attached brief survey and return it to us with your completed call sheets.
Thank you so much for your assistance. If you have any suggestions or questions, please do not hesitate to contact (name and title of staff person at phone number).
With best regards.

Sincerely, (preferably signed by the Chair of the Board or CEO)

 ________________________________________________________________________
(Name of organization)

Information for Board Members Making Thank You Calls

Please complete one sheet per donor and fax it back to us at (fax #) or return it in person within 24 hours of completing your calls.

Volunteer Caller’s Information:

Start Time of Call: ________________
Finish Time of Call: ___________________

( Spoke to donor in person
( Left message on voicemail





( Left message with another person

Check any of the following that apply:

(Brief call; said thank you; no particular feedback from donor; difficult to assess whether donor was pleased or not

( Donor pleased or very pleased to receive the call though there was little or no follow up conversation

( Donor actively engaged in conversation. Please check if any of the following apply:

( Donor interested in volunteering on the Board or on a Committee
( Donor interested in volunteering in the office or in direct service

( Donor interested in giving another gift (caller: please indicate who should call donor back if this is the case) ___________________________________________________
( Donor interested in visiting the organization

( Donor wants follow up call from staff person to answer question or provide more information on (please explain): _________________________________________
( Other: (please explain): ______________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________
Additional comments (if warranted): ______________________________________
____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________
Information in the shaded box at the top of the caller sheet (previous page) is to be provided to callers in advance. The donor’s gift amount is not recorded for two reasons. First, these forms are faxed back and forth and could be seen by several people, compromising the confidentiality of this information; second, this activity focuses on appreciation for the act of giving, not the size of the gift. Only the donor himself can define generosity within his own means. A $25 gift from someone on a modest pension is generous by comparison with a $100
gift from a millionaire.

________________________________________________________________________
Board Member Calling Program Survey
When you have completed all your calls, please fill out this brief questionnaire


and return it to us with your call sheets to (fax #). _____________________________


Board Member’s Name: _________________________________________________
1. Please indicate whether you agree or disagree with the following statements:


	
	Agree                                Disagree

	• On the whole, the experience of calling donors to thank them for their gifts was pleasurable
	

	• On the whole, donors appreciated receiving the thank you calls.
	

	• I was able to find the time to make my assigned calls within 48 hours. 
	

	•I would do this again if asked.
	


2.
Do you have any advice concerning how the process of calling donors personally could be improved in the future?    ___________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________

3.
Do you have any other comments?  ____________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________


 Time is of the essence in making thank you calls to donors

It is the combination of a call from a leadership volunteer and the promptness of the call that is so influential with donors. Calling two weeks or a month after the gift may be misconstrued as another solicitation and callers may have to do some fast talking to reassure donors about the call’s purpose. Though this is not a calamity, why put board members in a situation that forces them to explain themselves and which risks upsetting donors, even if only momentarily?

The importance of restricting the number of variables

A controlled test identifies a group of donors whose performance will be compared with another group of donors. In a straightforward test, there is only one variable (difference) between the control group and the test group. In this case, the test group receives a personal call; the control group does not.

It is important that all other things remain the same in future solicitations; otherwise, you may not be able to prove that your data is a result of the personal calls. For example, if you conduct this test in your direct mail program, it will be important that all donors—both control and test group donors—are sent the same letter, on the same day. If you are also testing a secondary letter, that is fine as long as a similar percentage of test donors as control group donors receive this alternate letter. Make sure this is flagged in your donor files so that your analysis is based on like data.

It is possible to test for more than one thing at a time. However, doing so can limit your sample size too much and it can introduce a level of doubt about the impact of each independent concept being tested. As you are attempting to demonstrate to board members that their personal calls make a tangible difference, you may wish to avoid including any secondary testing so that results are unquestionably conclusive.

Data Input and Analysis

Here is an overview of new information to record in donor files and the basic data analysis functions required to provide meaningful test results:

	Timing
	Data Input Activity

	from Day 1 of the campaign from which the test donor group is drawn
	• Identify donors as test donors. 

• Record gift received date (actual date that gift arrived, not processing date if later).

• Identify name or initials of board member assigned to the call.

• Accommodate information from volunteer call sheets.

• Allow room for extraordinary information.


	Timing
	Analysis of the Test

	post campaign


	• Report on the reaction that donors had to being called, the number of donors who offered or inquired about making another gift, the number of donors who offered to volunteer.

• Report on the reaction that volunteers had to making the calls.

• Create line graphs showing the flow of donations and the flow of revenue across the campaign.

	prior to execution of the next campaign


	• Compare the percentage of donors in the test group who gave another (unprompted) gift between the end of the first campaign and the beginning of the next one against the percentage of donors in the control group who did so.

• Compare the percentage and average gift value of test donors who became major gift donors against the percentage of control group donors who did so.

	after the next campaign
	• Compare the average gift size of test group donors with control group donors.

• Compare the percentages of test and control group donors who gave.

• Compare the promptness of test group donors’ giving with their own performance in the previous campaign. Compare the line graphs which showed gift and revenue flow for both campaigns.

• Compare the performance of test group donors who were reached in person with donors who received a message on their answering machines or a message passed on by someone else in the household.


	at the end of a full year of campaigns, if applicable
	• Compare the annual average rates of response, average gift levels, etc.

	at the end of three years (or the period of time you use to calculate lapsed donors)
	• Compare the attrition rates of test donors and control group donors.

	ongoing
	• Continue to monitor the test group against the control group for all relevant information

• Note the point at which the beneficial effect of a single phone call begins to wane, if it does.


 How Long Do I Have to Keep This Up?

Isolating a number of donors in a control or test group indefinitely is impractical. Three years from now, you may want to introduce new innovations in donor communication across your entire donor base without concerning yourself about whether or not you are compromising your testing. You will still have a legitimate test sample as long as you introduce other changes or enhancements across both the control and test groups simultaneously.

Observing your test group over the long term gives you just as valuable, though different, information from what you gathered in the first year. If you plot average gift and frequency of response over several years without ever calling test group donors again, you will learn how long that single phone call continued to influence test donors’ giving. As donors who renew tend also to give more over time, your long term study of this group will reveal how influential personal thanks is in setting a new standard of giving.

You may choose to split your test group (assuming you are working with a sufficient number in the first Place) and test new theories, using half the group as a new control group. For example, you could call half of your test donors again after two years, then monitor the two groups’ performance at the end of the third and fourth years of the program. By doing so, you could answer questions such as:

• Do donors who are called twice in four years give more and/or give more often?

• Does a higher percentage of those donors who are called more often move into the major gifts program?

• Is it meaningful if the same member of the board of directors calls a donor the second time?




Name of Donor _______________________Donor’s Phone # _____________________


Donor Prospect  # _______________ Date Gift Received _________________________





( First time donor	( Donor for less than 2 years		( Long term donor
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