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ANNUAL APPEAL: THE FOUNDATION OF SUCCESSFUL FUNDRAISING 

 

The Annual Appeal is the backbone of any development effort.  It is an organized effort to obtain gifts on 

a yearly basis to support, at least in part, general operations of a school.  Funds are typically raised 

through mail or direct solicitation efforts. 

A well-run annual appeal program should make available a wide variety of activities that encourage 

individuals to participate in the ongoing life of the school.  The following is a model for accomplishing an 

efficient and productive annual fundraising program:  

 

OBJECTIVES OF THE ANNUAL APPEAL 

The objectives of an annual appeal include: 

• Establishing a habit of giving 

• Reaching a broad base of prospects 

• Allowing high-end donors to self-identify 

• Being efficient and cost-effective 

• Making it easy to give 

 

ELEMENTS OF THE ANNUAL APPEAL PROGRAM 

The elements of an annual appeal include: 

• Mail appeals (letters, newsletters, email) 

• High-end appeals (letters with follow-up call) 

• Individual visits 

• Events  
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MAKING “OUR” APPEAL 

Donors react to a variety of messages, including: 

• Emotional appeals 

• Serving children 

• Serving the community 

• Practical reasons 

• “Doing it better” 

• Efficiency  

• Cost effective 

 

WHAT MUST BE IN PLACE TO SUCCEED? 

As with all appeals, for the Catholic Alumni Partnership, our appeal is based on four critical components, 

both for the project overall and for each individual school: 

• A compelling case 

• Cultivated prospects  

• Motivated volunteers/Leadership  

• A detailed program plan 

 

MOST LIKELY REASONS FOR POOR RESULTS 

There are many reasons for poor results to ongoing appeal programs, including: 

• Inconsistent appeals 

• Inadequate (or ill-maintained) databases 

• Failure to make targeted asks 

• Lack of follow-through with timely acknowledgments 

 

For the Catholic Alumni Partnership, because this is a new effort, we also have to consider that the lack 

of historical communication with alumni will affect the initial mailings and entire first year of the annual 

appeal program.  We aim to counter the absence of historical communication with the public relations 

and marketing campaign. 
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ANNUAL MAIL APPEAL: WHO, WHAT, WHEN? 

CAP Appeals may be a message from:  
 

• The principal 
• A long-time teacher 
• The person who most embodies the school and would evoke a positive reaction from 

those who receive the solicitation 
• Fellow alumni 

 
 

Types of Appeals: 

There are two types of appeals: 

• Indirect Appeal (The Advocacy mailing is an example):  

– Envelope in newsletter or magazine 

– Directing donors to online giving in school publications 

Challenge:  Indirect appeals do not allow for a specific ask.  However, they do provide an 
additional opportunity to give and may provide significant extra revenue.  For the 
Advocacy mailing, many will be driven back to the CAP website, where we ‘donate now’ 
buttons will be prominent. 

  

When considering indirect appeals, it is important to consider: 

– Timing 

– How this appeal relates to direct appeals? 

– How this appeal relates to fundraising events? 

 

• Direct Appeal: 

– Mailed solicitation with a specific ask amount  
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THANKING THE DONOR 

• The single biggest fundraising mistake that charities make is not thanking the donor.  

Thanking a donor inappropriately or thanking a donor in an untimely fashion are also 

mistakes. 

• Ensure that a formal thank you letter is mailed in a timely fashion, typically within 48 

hours of the receipt of a gift.  

• Personal thank you notes make a big difference.  Personally signed letters, with a hand 

signed note next to the signature, are also a nice way to add a personal touch. 

• It is almost impossible to “over-thank” a donor 

 

 

SUSTAIN AND STRENGTHEN THE DONOR RELATIONSHIP 

 

Effective stewardship usually leads to continued and increased philanthropic support.  

Cultivation and stewardship activities are often one and the same, and include: 

• Communicating with the donor without asking for money (e.g., update letters, 

newsletters, holiday cards, email blast, etc.) 

• Inviting high-end donor to special events or on-site school visits. 

The overall objective: engage the donor more fully over time, and potentially move them up the 

‘pyramid.’ 
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HOW TO WRITE AN APPEAL LETTER 

 

The appeal letter is an opportunity to communicate the school’s mission and compel the reader to 

invest in that mission. 

 

Objective 

• To promote awareness of an organization’s mission and needs, increase financial support and 

encourage donor loyalty. 

• To build a broad base of donor support. 

Components 

• Appeal letters typically contain the following components: 

– An introduction of the cause, foundation or organization 

– An expressed need (and compelling story) 

– A specific ask 

– Acknowledgment of a prospect’s consideration 
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TIPS 

 

• Keep it simple and direct.  The best appeal letters are typically one page or less, as the average 

reader will only spend a few moments reading the letter before making a decision. 

• Personalize the appeal.  If possible, segment your list and write letters that are directed at each 

segmented group. 

• Consider the voice of the letter.  If the same person has written past letters i.e., the principal, 

try a new approach.  A letter signed by another individual, perhaps a recipient of the non-

profit’s work (e.g., a current student or alumnus), may be compelling. 

• Stand out.  Make each mailing unique by tailoring it to the season, audience and organizational 

need. 

• Be compelling.  Craft a compelling letter that differentiates the school from others by using 

personal stories and anecdotes. 

• Be specific!  Ask recipients to give a specific amount, even if it is a range.  Consider personalizing 

the letter to thank the donor for the exact amount of their past gift and suggest a new – and 

higher – one.  

• Send out multiple letters.  Appeal letters may not be the most glamorous aspect of fundraising, 

but they are necessary in order to build a broad base of donor support.  The average person 

needs to be touched up to seven times by an organization before they decide to make a gift. 

• Create a response device that matches the look, tone and ask of the letter.  A response device 

is a remittance envelope or card that the donor returns with their check.  Consider duplicating 

your letter’s message on the response device, as a reminder, in the event that it is separated 

from the original letter. 

• Include tax benefit information.  Although not the primary reason for individual giving, consider 

highlighting the tax benefits of a donor’s contribution. 
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