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D irect mail campaigns are always exercises in beating the odds, of working hard to increase the 
opening of envelopes and response rates. And cutting through the intense chatter of fundraising 
and political advocacy is even more of a daunting task when there are so many overtures for 

money and support. For Delta Group, however, direct mail marketing on behalf of nonprofit organizations 
is proving to be particularly compelling when using the latest in smart printing technology.

SHARPENING A DIRECT MAIL MESSAGE
For the past 25 years, The Delta Group has been using direct mail to help nonprofit organizations 
communicate with supporters, advance their missions, and influence policy. But it’s never easy. Physical 
mailboxes can be overwhelmed with appeals for donations and support, in addition to a myriad of other 
marketing messages. Moreover, powerful political action committees and their multimillion-dollar efforts 
can drown out the voices of smaller nonprofits, who operate with scanty funds and fewer supporters.

In the face of this daunting obstacle, Delta Group, based outside Washington, D.C., has taken on a two-fold 
task: Using direct mail marketing to reach out to likely donors on behalf of its nonprofit association clients, 
while at the same time, representing those clients’ activist bases to help modify opinions on Capitol Hill. 

These are critical needs for Delta Group clients like The Seniors Coalition, the U.S Veterans Hospice 
Committee, and other organizations who hope to see their agendas gain more prominent political 
recognition and assistance. In response, Delta Group has carefully used donor demographics, receptivity 
inclinations based on research, and innovations in technology to sharpen its messages and increase 
the numbers of supporters for client causes. And the more donors and members an association has, the 
better it can convince politicians to listen to its cause.

HOW A DIRECT MAIL CAMPAIGN TRANSFORMED INTO A  
MUST-OPEN MAILER THAT BOOSTED RESPONSE RATES
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DIRECT MARKETING AS A DRIVER OF DONOR ADVOCACY
While the number of mailed pieces has declined over the past several years as electronic communications 
gained more prominence, direct mail marketing shows no signs of being any less robust than it has been. 
According to the United States Postal Service’s (USPS’s) 2017 Postal Facts1, the total amount of direct 
mail pieces processed by the USPS in 2007 amounted to 48.7 percent of overall Postal Service volume. 
By 2016, by contrast, direct mail pieces processed by the USPS grew to a robust 52.4 percent of total 
volume, indicating that, as omnichannel marketing becomes more prevalent, the use of direct mail as one 
of those channels commands significant loyalty among marketers. 

Further, it’s instructive to see how direct mail is faring against other communications channels. In a recent 
study2 that tracked spending on direct mail versus other categories—such as digital display, email, social 
media, search and Web content—direct mail not only held its own in absolute marketing dollars spent, but 
actually increased. Further, direct mail has always been a mainstay of nonprofit organization marketing. In 
short, direct mail is not going away, nor should it.

FIGURE 1:
Direct Mail is a Primary Marketing  
Channel for Nonprofit Organizations3
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Delta Group is well aware of the continuing viability of direct mail in soliciting support for nonprofit 
causes. Says Steve LeBlanc, Delta Group vice president, “Direct mail still works. At Delta Group, we 
have attempted different means of communication, such as email and telemarketing, and tried social 
networking sites such as Facebook. Although we have had some success, we found direct mail 
consistently proved to be the most effective for our efforts.” 

The demographics of cause-driven fundraising support the Delta Group’s faith in the channel. Not only has 
research shown that older people tend to open direct mail more often than younger people, but also that, 
once they open an envelope, older people are much more likely to contribute to politically driven causes. 

According to the Pew Research Center4, the average donation rate for those ages 65 and older is 32 
percent, compared with 14 percent for those 50 to 64, 12 percent for those 30 to 49, and just 9 percent for 
those 18 to 29. Results compiled by DMA are similar across all demographics.5 

LeBlanc will “never say never” to other forms of outreach. As the technology improves for the 
fundraising industry, he notes that Delta Group may eventually venture back and test different means of 
communication on the acquisition side. “But for now, we’re comfortable using just direct mail,” he says.
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FIGURE 2:
Response to Direct Mail By Age5
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CUTTING THROUGH THE NOISE 
WITH PERSONALIZATION
Nevertheless, the “noise” of constant message 
bombardments from competing marketing and fund-
raising overtures has always been difficult to cut through. 
For nonprofits in particular, petitions, fund-raising 
appeals and questionnaires compete with everything 
else in recipients’ physical mailboxes, as well as with 
numerous other charitable and political action appeals. 

The challenge for Delta Group has been to cut through 
the noise to achieve stronger response rates. It translates 
into proof of advocacy. Fundraising is important, but 
perhaps more important for Delta Group is being able 
to vividly demonstrate to law and policy makers that a 
significantly large constituency supports a particular 
group’s positions. If Delta Group’s direct mail campaigns 
are successful—that is, if they create a strong response in 
the affirmative—Delta Group’s team of communications 
specialists will convey those sentiments to lawmakers.

For one of its recent clients, that has proved to be more 
difficult. The U.S. Border Security Council works to raise 
awareness of immigration and domestic terrorism issues. 
While the issue had been on the back burner prior to the 
2016 election, and the Council then was one of the few 
with constituents listening to its messages, immigration 
and terrorism have come to the fore dramatically since 
then as one of the nation’s highest priorities. That means 
the “noise” has also increased substantially, and the 
Council’s views are now being championed by many 
larger and more prominent voices. 

Had times changed so much that the issues of illegal 
immigration and domestic terrorism were now in other 
people’s hands—bigger players who now could control 
the discussion? Or did the Council continue to have a 
role in the debate and in moving its position forward?

Since the U.S. Border Security Council strives to build 
affinities with its donors, it often interacts with them 
by phone. Thus, Delta Group wanted to leverage this 
business model of personal communications and 
engagement more aggressively, but this time through 
direct mail as well. It decided to test variable printing 
technology, and gauge the success of increased 
personalization that digital imaging provides, to see if its 
client’s profile and support could be increased. 

Direct mail still works. 
At Delta Group we 
have attempted 
different means of 
communication, 
such as email and 
telemarketing, and tried 
social networking sites 
such as Facebook. 
Although we have 
had some success, 
we found direct mail 
consistently proved to 
be the most effective 
for our efforts.”

“

Steve LeBlanc
Delta Group 
Vice President
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TESTING PERSONALIZED CONTENT TO BOOST RESPONSE RATES
Getting more personal can also mean spending more money on new technologies. Delta Group 
wanted to conduct tests first, to see if a personalized marketing approach would increase responses. 
It wasn’t opposed to spending more if its mailings could be more successful, and it suspected that 
its previous campaigns could be improved on. Traditionally, Delta Group had used preprinted No. 10 
envelopes with enclosed information consisting of dense black-and-white text to make the case for 
support and donations. While the messages were compelling, the enclosures and envelopes offered no 
personalization directed at the recipient, nor was there any attempt to create a graphically compelling 
piece, using color and white space and other elements to engagingly support the text. 

LeBlanc felt a more personalized and engaging approach might do better.

Delta was introduced to Valtim Marketing Solutions, an expert in digital printing, whereby graphics, text and 
images can be customized piece by piece from a master data file without slowing or stopping the printing 
process to change plates or overprinting different colors. Says Chris Napior, vice president of sales and 
marketing with Valtim, “Nonprofits have been struggling to get people to open their mail. Recipients have a 
very brief time, perhaps eight seconds or less, to decide whether to open it or not. Between Delta Group and 
ourselves, we tried to come up with a means to get more people to open up the carrier, and then to respond 
to a hyper-personalized message inside. Yes, the inside should have more color, personalization, and calls to 
action, but the point of our assignment with Delta Group was to get more people to open up the mail.”

Working with Valtim’s design team, Delta Group decided to test the effectiveness of variable inkjet 
printing in personalizing both the envelope and interior message of its next mailing on behalf of the U.S. 
Border Security Council. The campaign addressed the debate surrounding statehood for Puerto Rico, but 
previous mailings offered little in the way of engagement. Its message was invariably addressed to “Dear 
Friend.” The only color was black.

Could a different approach produce a more compelling response? Both Delta Group and Valtim decided 
to set up a classic A/B test to gauge the effectiveness of a direct mailer created through variable printing. 
The previous mailer served as the control.

“ Nonprofits have been struggling to get people to open their 
mail. Recipients have a very brief time, perhaps 8 seconds 
or less, to decide whether to open it or not. Between 
Delta Group and ourselves, we tried to come up 
with a means to get more people to open up 
the carrier, and then to respond to a  
hyper-personalized message inside.” 

Chris Napior
Vice President of Sales and Marketing, Valtim
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EXPLORING THE OUTER 
LIMITS OF DIGITAL 
PRINTING TECHNOLOGY
It’s worth taking a more detailed look 
at Delta Group’s previous approach to 
direct mail campaigns, prior to being 
introduced to Valtim and its cutting-edge 
technology. The traditional method has 
been one of “shells for each version”—
for example, if a campaign targeted 
50 states, then preprinted envelopes 
and inserted materials have had to be 
separately created. Any personalizing 
of names and addresses would take 
additional time and money.

What Valtim brought to Delta Group was 
technology capable of printing four-color, 
personalized content and envelopes 
via a digital press, and simultaneously 
readying everything for mailing via 
a high-speed inserter. Valtim’s Ricoh 
digital press prints 55,000 8.5 x 11-inch 
sheets every hour, on both sides, and 
in full color. Each piece can contain 
personalized text and copy imprinted “on 
the fly” with no need to swap out pre-
printed shells or envelopes. 

Delta Group’s expertise in crafting 
direct-mail campaigns, combined with 
Valtim’s use of advanced digital printing 
and inserting technology, set the stage 
for a remarkably successful campaign on 
behalf of the U.S. Border Security Council.

Successful direct mail campaigns are all about 
understanding your audience. That means tailoring 
the message to them, but it also means tailoring 
the choice of channel, too. Many of Delta Group’s 
customers are nonprofit organizations who rely 
heavily on direct mail to solicit donations. These 
direct mailers battle to stand out among the other 
donation appeals that flood people’s mailboxes. 

While Delta Group was already leveraging direct 
mail to reach their donors, they began to realize 
the power of personalization to increase response 
and open rates. What they needed was a partner 
to help them test this theory, so they turned to 
Valtim Marketing Solutions. Valtim knew the use 
of color, personalization in both text and images, 
and strong calls to action were key. Using the 
RICOH InfoPrint 5000, Valtim could produce 
personalized campaigns at near-offset quality in a 
single pass — eliminating the need for pre-printed 
“shells” on offset and allowing for a high level of 
customization. Beyond that, the new digital press 
and workflow Valtim implemented work seamlessly 
with the platform, producing quality colors, adding 
customization and readying for mailing, with 
automated transitions between steps for maximum 
efficiency and minimum opportunity for error.  

The productivity and versatility of the InfoPrint 
5000 allowed Valtim to A/B test for Delta 
Group and prove once and for all that use of 
personalization and strategic use of color lead to 
increased open rates and donations.
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EMBRACING A NEW CREATIVE PROCESS
The first step in the new Delta Group-Valtim partnership involved designing a new envelope to prompt 
the campaign’s primary goal of inspiring recipients to actually open the carrier and read the contents. 

Delta and Valtim opted for a larger-format envelope, which research has indicated compels greater 
interest by the recipient. Color was added as well to both the exterior mailing and return address, and a 
personalized message was printed on the outside of the envelope in colored script, urging the recipient to 
open the envelope to learn how “5 minutes worth of your time could stop BILLIONS in welfare payments.” 
Finally, a four-color image of the recipient’s state was printed on the outside of the envelope to provide 
a sense of how the issue impacts the recipient personally. Here, the outsized envelope came in handy—
there was even room to urge opening it, to learn how a pending House of Representatives bill would 
impact the recipient’s state specifically.

Next, they turned their attention to the contents. From a standard “Dear Friend” letter, a new message 
was crafted with personalization throughout, not just in the salutation. There was plenty of color, yellow 
highlighting and bold fonts to stress particular message points. The bulky call-to-action petition form was 
reduced in size, drenched in color and personalized again with the recipient’s name cited multiple times 
throughout to stress the relevance of particular issues. Local concerns once again were stressed; the 
mailing noted that the campaign was personally significant to the recipient because (for example) “You’re 
in Virginia,” and even contained a petition the recipient could mail to his or her own U.S. representative. 
All of this customization, specific to the recipient, was possible with variable printing.

“People aren’t focused on issues unless it affects them personally,” notes LeBlanc. “They might see 
images on TV of soldiers overseas, for example, but that’s over there. It’s essential, in order to get a 
message to a wider audience, to address how an issue affects you now. It’s the reason why someone 
would want to get involved in the process.”

Delta Group mailed 50,000 packages in April 2017, with 10,000 receiving the newly designed package 
and another 10,000 the previous mailing which served as the control, for a one-to-one test. The final 
30,000 mailings consisted of the control package. Subsequent mailings were made in July and November 
to verify initial findings. 

FIGURE 3:
Response Rates to Different Materials6

Metric - Direct Sale House File Prospect File CPM N

Lette-sized Envelope 3.7% 1.2% $354 50

Postcard 4.3% 4.1% $289 34

Oversized Envelope 6.8% 6% $439 19

Dimensional 6% NA $497 9

Catalog 6.2% 1.2% $788 23

ROI 27% 18% NA 50/29
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PERSONALIZED MARKETING RESULTS IN  
BENCHMARK-BEATING RESPONSE RATES
The results were more than encouraging. For the first direct mailing of 10,000 test pieces to a prospecting 
list, the improved package developed by variable printing processes achieved a 2.4 percent response 
rate compared with the control’s response rate of 1.7 percent—that’s a 41.0 percent improvement. (The 
additional 30,000 mailings with the control package scored a meager 1.6 percent response.) Moreover, 
the 2.4 percent response rate—comparable to an additional 1,000 donors on behalf of the U.S. Border 
Security Council—beat the then-1.2 percent industry average for prospect mailing. 

Strong response rates were a handy proxy for the number of recipients actually opening the envelope—
the original goal of the test—but the secondary goal of fundraising also saw a boost. The mailing 
produced a 40 percent increase in donation income per piece, on average. Delta Group is now looking 
for ways to use increased personalization and color to enhance direct mail appeals to existing donors of 
the same client, as well as test converted packages for its other clients to take advantage of the heavy 
personalization made possible by digital printing technology

“The control package had in the past actually done well for us,” says Delta Group’s Steve LeBlanc, “and 
the fact that the test beat the control, and beat it significantly, surprised us. We decided to take additional 
looks at this with subsequent mailings, to make sure nothing was skewing the results, and the test 
package continued to perform well.”

Delta Group and Valtim feel the initial tests were conducted optimally. They tested a new format against 
a control in an organized way. And when the results came in, they increased the volume of direct mailings 
in subsequent mail drops to see if there were any outside factors, political or otherwise, that may have 
artificially boosted that the initial April 2017 mailing’s performance. There weren’t. The results were strong 
in every subsequent mailing.  
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YES, I WANT TO DO THIS!
Do you have questions about how 
to implement a project like this? 
We’ll connect you with industry 
pros and to get them answered.

Are you looking for practical insight 
on how this works? These tips will 
help you generate ideas and make 
sure your project goes smoothly.

Are you ready to find a service 
provider near you and get started? 
We’ve got you covered.

ASK A PRO PRO TIPS SERVICE PROVIDERS
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https://www.brandunited.com/ask-a-pro/
https://www.brandunited.com/pro-tips/
https://www.brandunited.com/contact-us/?message=I%20want%20to%20learn%20about%20Service%20Providers


WHO 
WE 

ARE

BRAND United was founded by NAPCO Media, a leading 
information source for the markets it serves since 1958. 
With roots in various industries such as commercial print, 
publishing, marketing, consumer technology and promotional 
marketing, NAPCO Media specializes in the creation and 
cross-channel distribution of exceptional content.

Having built communities between our audiences and clients 
for decades, we have seen first-hand the difference it makes 
when a brand creates a cohesive, engaging and united 
customer experience across multiple channels. BRAND 
United’s mission is to educate brand owners and marketers on 
the omnichannel strategies and innovative technologies that 
can be implemented at each stage of the customer journey to 
create a united brand experience.

We offer case studies, research and practical tips from the 
experts that are comprised of data-driven insights from brands 
who have successfully implemented the technologies and 
strategies that are moving the industry forward. At BRAND 
United, we understand where brands and marketers need to 
go and the application of revolutionary technologies that will 
take them there.
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