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Dear Reader,

Crescendo Interactive, Inc., is the leading planned gifts service 
provider to nonprofits. It is our pleasure to release our 2015 
Planned Gifts Email Marketing Study.

In our prior study we focused on results for multichannel 
marketing for planned gifts. Our data showed increased use of 
mobile devices to access planned giving information and also 
growth in the use of social media for planned gifts. 

In this study, we are moving from a macro analysis to a 
microanalysis of one specific area of multichannel marketing—
email marketing. Our 2015 study will focus on case studies 
as a means of illustrating principles for effective email 
communication for planned gifts. 

We hope our research will help you consider new ways to  
use email to reach your planned giving prospects and close 
more gifts. 

Very best,

Kristen Schultz Jaarda, JD, LLM  Christopher Jaarda, JD

Executive Vice President  Senior Vice President
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A review of blind data for GiftLegacy client activities over the 
last year demonstrated continued growth in the area of email 
marketing. Here is an overview of our results based on analytics 
covering the period from July 1, 2014 through June 30, 2015. 

1.  Charities sent 46.2 million planned giving emails from 
Crescendo servers last year. Almost 90% of those emails 
were donor enewsletters.

2.  Education organizations sent the most planned giving 
emails followed by faith-based, human services and 
healthcare organizations. 

3.  More charities (29.68%, up from 21.80% in the prior year) 
continued toward monthly regular distribution emails.

4.  Open rates for planned giving emails increased to  
16.7%, as compared with 16.4% in the prior year. 

5.  Special onetime eblasts featured the highest open  
rates of 21.2%.

6.  Overall opt-out rates remained at less than 1% again  
this year, falling to .15%.

Introduction
Email marketing is still the most important electronic 
method for reaching planned giving donors and 
achieving responses. 

EMAIL MARKETING BY THE NUMBERS



5 2015 EMAIL MARKETING SURVEY

Email is still the most efficient and cost-effective way to reach 
your planned giving donors. For this reason, this study focuses 
specifically on the principles of effective planned giving emails. 
The data gleaned from our analysis of client emails illustrates 
principles of messaging, segmentation, branding, engagement 
and personalization as essential strategies to reach your donors 
through email and motivate responses. 

 The data from this study is based on a review of the 46.2 
million Crescendo GiftLegacy client emails sent from our 
servers over this last year. The study also references some 
effective emails sent in the prior two years, during the time 
period covered in our 2013 and 2014 marketing studies. 

 Crescendo received permission by the named charities to 
include their information in the study. Where permitted, we 
were able to provide and rank the top-performing emails 
by message and subject lines based on factors that include 
number of emails sent, open rates, visits, bounces and opt-outs. 
Some organizations permitted us to provide their data and be 
named. Others requested that the name of the organization 
remain anonymous, in which case we have honored that 
request. 

 We hope the ideas in this study will help inform your planned 
gifts email marketing. Please contact Crescendo if you need 
assistance with creating an email marketing strategy for your 
organization. 

Introduction
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Messaging

It should come as no surprise that the messages you send to 
your donors directly shape their views about your organization. 
Our research shows that messages that focus on the donor, 
as opposed to the organization’s mission, achieve an overall 
higher response. The messages that resonate most with donors 
often include the words you or your and focus on how their 
support makes a difference. Some of the best examples of 
donor-centered messaging come from nonprofit holiday emails.

How are you communicating with your supporters?

What type of email messages produces the best results?

WHAT YOU SAY MAKES A DIFFERENCE
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This email was sent from the University of 
California Irvine, Office of Planned Giving, during 
the holiday season. The subject line was a simple 

Happy Holidays and featured a message 
directed to legacy society members. The email 
received a 46.92% open rate. 

Why was this email so effective?

 First, the subject line was simple and friendly. It 
did not use a subject line typical for year-end or 
holiday fundraising appeals. 

 Second, notice how the content emphasizes 

how you (the donor) are an inspiration. This 
email says nothing about the organization. The 

focus is on the value of the donor to others. To 

whom is others referring? Possibly students, 
UC faculty, other donors or members of the UC 

Irvine community. Others could also describe 
the people who directly benefit when a supporter 
makes a planned gift to UC Irvine. 

 This message includes another element evident 
in emails that receive high responses—a thank-
you message. One of the best messages you can 
send to your donors is a message of gratitude, 
expecting nothing in return. The thank-you is 
particularly effective here. The supporter can 
click on a link to an embedded video and hear 
students say thank you for giving. 

 UC Irvine has also received positive responses 
to emails featuring donor stories. An email sent 
in April of 2015, highlighting a bequest from the 
estate of Jean Leslie, a long-term UCI supporter, 
resulted in three notifications from donors who 
had also included UCI in their plans. 

YOU MATTER!
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The power of thank you can also be seen in this 
Thanksgiving message from the National Kidney Foundation 
of Hawaii. Notice how it specifically names volunteers, 
supporters and friends. These are the people that 
matter, and this message resonates with all of these audiences 
because National Kidney is expressing gratitude for their 
support, dedication and caring.

 At Crescendo, we often talk with our clients about providing 
service over solicitation. The most effective emails 
don’t ask for money. They focus on the donor, express gratitude 
and provide resources that can assist a supporter in making 
some of life’s most important decisions. 

THE POWER OF THANK YOU
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In this message from the University of North 
Carolina Chapel Hill, the subject line was “How to 
Benefit Your Family Through Charitable Giving.” 
The message was sent to 12,294 recipients.  
There was an amazing response with 6,690 
Chapel Hill supporters opening the email, a 
54.42% open rate. 

Why was this email so compelling?

What caused more than half of the 
recipients to open the email and read  
the content?

 First, the focus was not on solicitation of 
a planned gift. This was a service-oriented 
message. It provided information on how 
supporters could benefit family though a 
charitable remainder trust. Second, messages 
that focus on how to help your family 
rate high among many peoples’ deepest 
concerns. Many people worry about “How will my 
family fare when I’m gone?” and “What can I do 
to make sure my loved ones are well cared for?” 
This email message shows that UNC Chapel Hill 
understands the concern and, more importantly, 
that they are offering a possible solution. 

 This message motivates readers to want to learn more. 
Notice the offer for a free illustration at the end serves as a 
call to action aimed at motivating supporters to respond 
and discover the benefits for themselves. 

MESSAGES THAT FOCUS ON HOW TO 
HELP YOUR FAMILY IN HEADINGS AND 
SUBJECT LINES PRODUCE HIGH OPEN 
RATES.

SERVICE OVER SOLICITATION
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Charitable 
Bequest 
Marketing

What are the best ways to market a 
charitable bequest by email?

It is estimated that 90% or more of planned gifts 
are charitable bequests. As part of this study, we 
wanted to analyze the top-performing charitable 
bequest messaging, related to gifts made by a 
will or trust. We also wanted to review charitable 
beneficiary designation messaging, related to 
gifts of assets that transfer upon death. These 
are transfers that occur outside of a will, such 
as a gift of a retirement account, bank account 
or insurance policy with a charity named as the 
beneficiary.  

 Here is a sample marketing piece sent by 
the Boys and Girls Club of Metro Phoenix. This 
message was sent to 1,555 recipients and had a 
37.44% open rate. It resulted in seven donor visits 
and two seven figure gifts. Notice again in this 
email how the repeated use of the word you 
brings the focus back to the donor.
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We reviewed analytics for similar bequest 
marketing messages and ranked them by 
performance. The top five performing emails 
based on our analysis included the following titles 
and had open rates ranging from 36.30% 
to 21.3%:

A charitable bequest is an easy way to  
help CHARITY NAME

Endowing your gift with a charitable bequest 
is an easy way to help CHARITY NAME forever 

Have you thought about the future? 

Do you have a plan for the future? 

Have you made these important decisions yet?

Here are some lower-performing email titles with 
open rates ranging from 14.96% to 11.24%:

A charitable bequest is an easy way to  
change a student’s life 

A bequest of life insurance is easier  
than you think

The benefits of a charitable bequest

Don’t worry, you don’t need a will 

Titles
and
Topics

Below are the TOP-PERFORMING email topics 
marketing planned giving seminars and webinars. 
Open rates for these emails ranged from 
between 31.3% and 24.2%:

What is a trust and what can it do for me?

Making a will seminar

Wills training workshop is this weekend

Estate planning with retirement benefits

Leaving a legacy, charitable gifts made easy

These topics did not perform as well:

How to prepare for a meeting with an  
estate planning attorney

Gift annuities: Understanding the many 
benefits
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Segmentation

GENERATIONAL MARKETING
Some planned gifts such as charitable bequests and charitable 
beneficiary designations may be marketed to a broad audience. 
However, there are times when the typical gift fits a certain 
donor population. Such is the case with a charitable gift 
annuity. While gift annuities are most often marketed to seniors 
and sometimes Baby Boomers, the sweet spot is a donor in 
their mid-70s.

MESSAGES ARE NOT “ONE SIZE FITS ALL”

How do you define your donor base?

What types of email messages work best for specific 
donor segments or groups?

The most effective planned gifts marketers segment their 
messaging to reach groups of like supporters who may share 
common interests or goals. Our research demonstrated the 
effectiveness of email messaging directed toward common 
planned giving donor segments—seniors, women and legacy 
or heritage society members who have already created a 
planned gift. As you can see from the following examples, 
segmented messages work best when they use language and 
imagery designed to resonate with their particular audience.
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This email marketing charitable gift 
annuities was sent by the University 
of New Hampshire to a list of 4,015 
supporters age 55 and over and 
had an open rate of 16.1%. 

 There are several excellent 
marketing principles that are 
illustrated with this example. First, 
the email includes several response 
mechanisms, including a button 
with a link that allows an email 
recipient to run a charitable gift 
annuity illustration online. There is 
another link that allows a recipient 
to contact UNH directly to request 
an illustration. These response 
mechanisms are important to give 
potential donors two easy ways to 
take the next step and learn more 
about charitable gift annuities. 

 Second, notice the focus on 
benefits of a charitable gift annuity 
and the rate table included with 
basic ages and possible payments. 
This content is also providing easy-
to-understand information about 
how a gift annuity would work for 
the recipient.

 Third, the email also includes information about the UNH 
legacy society; the Benjamin Thompson Society is referenced 
and the email includes a hyperlink to further information. This 
is a very effective way to educate donors about the benefits of 
joining the society. 

 Also, the prominence of the UNH logo and use of the blue 
and orange school colors are good examples of branding,  
a topic that will be covered in more detail in this study. 

Segmentation



14 2015 EMAIL MARKETING SURVEY

What are the results for other gift annuity messages 
sent to a segmented list? 

Here were the top-performing gift annuity marketing messages 
sent to a segmented group of seniors, with an open rate 
ranging from 16.1% to 14.0%:

Create a CHARITY NAME charitable gift annuity today! 

What does security look like? 

Your charitable gift annuity can support CHARITY NAME 

Discover lifetime security with a CHARITY NAME gift annuity

Gift annuities: understanding your many benefits

This message did not perform as well:

Security today, a brighter future for tomorrow

Segmentation

Messages sent specifically to women supporters 
often receive exceptionally high open rates. 
This email sent to 5,902 female supporters 
was opened by 1,699 (a 28.79% open rate) and 
resulted in many event RSVPs. Everything about 
this email was designed to appeal to women, 
including the flowery graphic, the color pink and 
the italicized type.

WOMEN



15 2015 EMAIL MARKETING SURVEY

This end-of-year gift message was sent to Dallas 
Seminary Foundation’s email list of donors over 
age 69 who had made a gift to fund a charitable 
gift annuity, donor advised fund or scholarship. 
Those that received this message were very 
receptive to the content, as evidenced by a 
55.83% open rate. The exceptional open rate 

is no surprise. Emails sent to donors who have 
already made a planned gift generally have a 
high open rate—the organization has a stronger 
relationship with these email recipients. While 
the message here is simple, the three questions 
together with the link for further information are 
effective at motivating responses.

LEGACY/HERITAGE SOCIETY MEMBERS
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Remember the holiday email sent by UC Irvine? If you look 
back at this image highlighted earlier, you will notice that the 
ball in the center has been branded with UCI and includes an 
illustration of the school mascot. A UC Irvine alumnus who 
receives this email knows exactly where it is coming from 
without even reading the message. 

Branding
Do your supporters know you from your marketing?

How can good branding help you attract and  
retain loyal donors?

What are the best ways to create identity and 
recognition through email branding?

KNOWN ENTITIES GET MORE ATTENTION



17 2015 EMAIL MARKETING SURVEY

You are more likely to get attention 
(and gifts) from your donors if they 
know who you are. Branding is the 
way that they identify with you. 
Good branding includes use of your 
organization’s colors, logo, imagery 
and specific language that appeals 
to your unique constituents. Some 
of the best examples of email 
branding come from organizations 
that have consistent and 
recognizable branding, such as 
colleges and universities. 

 Everything about the email 
above lets recipients know the 
message is from the University of 
Michigan. The subject line refers  
to UM; Michigan’s iconic Block 
M logo is prominently placed; the 
email incorporates Michigan’s 
colors of maize and blue, which are 
recognizable around the world; it 
uses the phrase Leaders and 
Best and the phrase Victors, 
both references to their fight song, 
Hail to the Victors, and 
contains an image of Burton 
Memorial Tower, the clock tower 
located on Michigan’s Central 

Campus. What response is Michigan looking for from email 
recipients? I’m sure the Michigan development department 
would love to hear a Go Blue!

Branding
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While not an email sent during the period of our 
study, this is one of the best examples of 
branding we have seen in a planned giving email. 
Graduates and friends of Purdue University 
recognize the Big Bass Drum, known as the 
world’s largest drum, played by Purdue’s All-
American Marching Band. This email was 
sent marketing the IRA charitable rollover. It’s 
interesting to note that there were actually two 
versions of this email. The version above was 
shorter and to the point. It received a higher 

open rate—31.04%—versus the longer version, 
which only achieved a 19.62% open rate. Critical 
to planned gifts marketing is the inclusion of an 
appropriate response mechanism to 
give recipients the chance to learn more, ask 
questions or take action. The use of three steps  
in the message on the left does this well,  
making it clear how a recipient can make an  
IRA rollover gift.

Branding
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This charitable gift annuity email is another 
excellent example of branding from Purdue. The 
reference to boilers reminds alumni of their 
affiliation with the university. The little swimmer 
girl’s swimsuit was recolored by Purdue’s graphic 
designers in the school colors as a further way to 
identify with alums and encourage them to give 
to future boilers. This email was sent to a 
list of 10,435 supporters and had an open rate of 
25.81%.

Branding

This is another charitable bequest eblast 
prepared by Crescendo for UNC Chapel Hill, 
similar to the Boys and Girls Club email shown 
earlier in the study. This email was sent to a list of 
31,201 Chapel Hill supporters and had an open 
rate of 40.02%. The branding in this email is 
exceptional. The image on the left shows Kenan 
Memorial Stadium, UNC Chapel Hill’s football 
stadium, with an image of graduates and the 
word CAROLINA. The image on the right is of 
The Old Well, a familiar campus landmark 
in the center of campus. Of course, the email also 
incorporates Carolina Blue, a color familiar 
to Tar Heel alum and basketball fans.
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Your donors want to be invited and encouraged 
to participate in your cause!

Does your marketing inspire your 
supporters to respond?

How can you use email to engage your 
supporters and encourage them to make 
planned gifts to your organization?

There are many effective ways to engage your 
supporters through email. Engaging emails use 
compelling images and verbs like donate, 
visit and share. Here are some ideas for 
engaging your supporters to take action and 
begin interacting with your organization.

Engagement

SHARE WITH US!

ENGAGE AND THEY WILL RESPOND

This giving day promotional email sent from 
Saddleback Memorial Foundation received an 
open rate of 27.1%. Everything about this email 
says engagement. Notice the action words and 
phrases below each point—donate, share 
our link and post or tag. Each verb is used 
to motivate a different sharing action from 
supporters.



21 2015 EMAIL MARKETING SURVEY

This email is focused on joining the legacy 
society at Seattle University. This email, which 
had an 18.37% open rate, was effective at 
achieving results because of the use of action 
buttons Yes, count me in and More 
information, please. The use of yellow 
and red is a mark of good branding that prompts 
recognition from supporters and alumni. The data 
provided on legacy gifts, legacy society members 
and students benefitted is compelling and aimed 
at motivating a response. 

JOIN OUR LEGACY SOCIETY
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SAVE THE DATE

What types of planned giving seminar and webinar 
announcements by email get the best results?
Certain themes are used over and over again to market planned 
giving trainings on topics such as charitable bequests, wills, 
trusts and legacy planning.

Do these ideas promote 
engagement?

The United States Air Force 
Academy Endowment sent this 
email to market a seminar to 
supporters on planning your 
legacy. The email was sent to 
a list of 1,031, and 402 recipients 
opened it, resulting in an open 
rate of 38.99%. Notice the button 
for More Information that 
invites action.



23 2015 EMAIL MARKETING SURVEY

COMPLETE OUR ONLINE SURVEY
Sometimes a short textual message is all that is needed to 
produce strong results. Lutheran Social Services of South 
Central Pennsylvania used a simple, two-sentence, all-text email 
to promote a survey about their enewsletter, which resulted in 
an open rate of 19.75%.

Periodically, planned giving 
charities survey their email list 
to assess their readership’s 
preferences and make decisions to 
improve their contacts and services. 

What difference does 
branding and color make 
to performance of survey 
emails?

This email sent by the University 
School to survey its Headmaster 
Club members about estate 
planning and gift intentions was 
sent to 6,453 people and had an 
open rate of 47.06%. Notice the 
colored link in the middle, which 
highlights how to begin completing 

the questionnaire. The bold text emphasizes how quick and 
easy it is to complete the survey—it takes just 30 seconds.
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Sending an email is an excellent 
way to introduce a new planned 
giving website. This email 
announces the launch of the newly 
redesigned Heifer Foundation 
planned giving website. Notice the 
use of bold to highlight the website 
address. The link to the video tour 
encourages recipients to check 
out the Book of Remembrance, 
donor stories and other features 
on the site. Ardyth Neill, President 
of the Heifer Foundation, said that 
this email has received positive 
comments: “We do expect it to 
generate conversations around 
giving options as we move into 
the end-of-year conversations and 
inquiries from donors.”

VISIT OUR WEBSITE
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Personalization

SUBJECT LINES
This email was sent in December of 2014 by 
Goucher College to a list of 1,485 supporters 
and had an open rate of 39.39%. The subject line 
read “Breaking News: IRA Rollover Extended.” 
This email had a high open rate because it 
sent a strong message—this is newsworthy 
information and supporters should act quickly—
and the message was one uniquely targeted to 
the recipients. The phrases “Don’t delay!” and 
“Contact your IRA plan administrator right away” 
point to the urgency of the action required. 
Notice the use of bold type to highlight the 
rollover and expiration date. Goucher’s Office  
of Gift Planning received 13 gifts as a direct  
result of this email.

EMAILS WITH COMPELLING SUBJECT LINES  
GET MORE OPENS

Are you maximizing use of subject lines to increase 
email opens?

What email subject lines produce the best results  
for planned gifts?

Our research shows that email subject lines drive open rates 
and web conversions. Subject lines create a first impression. 
They should be short and enticing so that email recipients are 
compelled to open the message and learn more. Personalizing 
the subject line (adding you and/or the recipient’s 
name) and A/B testing (of the best subject lines) are other 
best practices that can increase the performance  
of an organization’s planned gift marketing emails.
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With so many emails sent to market 
the IRA charitable rollover when 
it was in effect over the last three 
years, we thought it would be 
interesting to analyze the open 
rates of these emails based on the 
subject lines used. This end-of-
year gifts email sent by UC Irvine 
School of the Arts had an open rate 

of 31.34%. It covered both the IRA charitable rollover and life 
income gifts. Notice the Time is running out! message 
and the use of bold and underlines to emphasize year-end 
giving options. 

Personalization
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Here is a sampling of the top-performing charitable IRA 
rollover email subject lines used by our clients. This analysis 
is interesting because it illustrates the type of language that 
supporters respond to and read and also language that may 
not be as compelling when marketing IRA rollover gifts in the 
future:

Special Announcement: IRA Charitable Rollover Signed!

ACT NOW! IRA Rollover Extended Through December 31

The IRA Charitable Rollover Is Back

Take Advantage of the IRA Rollover Extension  
by December 31

Special End-of-Year Bulletin: IRA Rollover Passes

IRA Charitable Rollover Passed! Act Now for  
a Matching Opportunity! 

IRA Charitable Rollover Legislation Passed

The IRA Qualified Distribution Is Back for 2014

Special Message—IRA Rollover Reinstated

The IRA Charitable Rollover Has Passed. Act Now.

The subject lines with the highest open rates point to 
something special, newsworthy and urgent.  
Some use exclamation points and capital letters to make a 
point. It’s interesting to note that subjects that focused on the 
tax benefits of making a rollover gift did not perform as well:

Reduce Your Taxes with an IRA Gift

Tax-Free Gifts to Charity with IRA Rollover  
until December 31

Subject lines with little or no explanation were the lowest 
performers:

IRA Rollover—Planned Giving

Personalization



How you use email—what you say and to whom—makes a 
difference in marketing. We hope these examples give you 
some ideas of effective ways to reach your supporters through 
email and engage them in a conversation about planned gifts. 

If you have questions about any of the ideas presented in this 
study or wish to learn more about using email for good, please 
contact us. We wish you the best of success in your email 
marketing!

Conclusion

Download this report and infographic at  

CrescendoInteractive.com
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