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BETH: Hello, and welcome to Driving Participation. I am Beth Brodovsky and 

today I am here with Andrew Rothman. Andrew is the chief strategist of content 

and campaigns for Blue State Digital. Andrew and I met when he spoke at the 

NTEN conference earlier this year, and I really, really loved what he had to say 

about getting ready for year end giving and I thought this was a perfect time of 

year to bring Andrew back on and have him talk to you about the kind of things 

you can do to really expand your annual campaign from just the end of the year 

into activities you can do all year long to really make this be an outstanding year 

end for you. So Andrew, thank you so much for joining me today.

ANDREW: It’s my pleasure to be here.

BETH: Can you start off by talking a little bit about yourself, what you do now and 

how you ended up wandering into this work?

ANDREW: Certainly. So right now as you said, I work at an agency called Blue 

State Digital and if our name gave us away, I understand and that’s because we 

really came out of the progressive political world. Our founders worked with 

Howard Dean in 2004, which was really the first political campaign to ever use 

the internet to raise money, to organize volunteers and after Howard Dean was 

kicked out of the race after he had his big scream and his campaign petered out, 

the founders of Blue State decided, “You know what? There’s a lot of potential 

here with using digital technology to organize people and to raise money,” 

and so they founded this agency and early on the worked with the Democratic 

National Committee, with a few politicians, like Ted Kennedy, and then in 2007, 

right around the time I joined Blue State Digital as an intern, one of our founders, 

Joe Rospars, met with a freshman senator from Illinois named Barack Obama, 
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who was monitoring a presidential run. They hit it off and Barack hired Joe to 

be his chief digital strategist and from then on Joe and Blue State Digital and 

the amazing campaign staff that Barack Obama assembled went on to raise 

hundreds of millions of dollars and organized tens of millions of volunteers and 

donors and then ultimately win the presidency. And so my agency, Blue State 

Digital, really took a lot of the lessons we learned from the Obama campaign 

and since then have been applying them to all sorts of organizations. Of course, 

nonprofits and charitable organizations. Helping them raise money, advocacy 

and cause organizations, helping them change hearts and minds, helping them 

influence public policy and then we actually also worked with a variety of other 

organizations like museums and cultural institutions and universities and even 

corporate brands. So anywhere there’s a group of people that have a shared 

interest or a shared passion, we believe that digital technology has limitless 

potential to bring those people together and organize them toward a common 

goal and so that’s where I am today. It’s been almost 10 years since I started at 

BSD. I’ve worked in the Washington, DC, office, the NYC headquarters and now 

I’m based here in Los Angeles and through it all, I’ve worked with dozens and 

dozens of nonprofit organizations on year-end fundraising campaigns and happy 

to talk here about what’s the best way to maximize your year end giving. 

BETH: It’s such an interesting path from this political fundraising and I think it’s 

really interesting because you focus on digital at this moment where the world 

is changing, where even the definition of what is participation? Is it physically 

showing up or is it other things? What are you guys learning about participation 

from the work that you’re doing in your efforts to get people to take action 

online?

ANDREW: Sure. So to me, participation is all about that word you just mentioned. 

It’s all about action. We’re not necessarily interested in only making people feel 

a certain way or influencing someone’s opinion if that person isn’t actually going 

to do something about it, and I think that what we’ve seen in the political world 

and really on any issue that impacts us as a society is that change happens when 
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people who share a common goal come together and make that change happen, 

and so Barack Obama’s campaign was really the perfect encapsulation of this 

philosophy where you know it was this ground up movement of people donating 

$5, $10, knocking on doors, making phone calls and I think what’s exciting is 

that over the past decade or so what we’ve really seen is that digital tools make 

it much easier, and it lowers the barrier for people to take this kind of action 

whereas previously if you wanted to make phone calls in support of a political 

candidate, you had to physically find a phone space, you had to get yourself 

there and that can be a bit overwhelming for some people. You have to go find it, 

you have to get there and then you have to make phone calls in a room with all 

these people, whereas with digital tools, you can just go to a website and it will 

give you some phone numbers and you click call and it directly calls those people 

and calls the right people and you can just do that from your own room and it 

just makes it so much easier and I think that that’s something that we see not just 

with phone banking, but with charitable contributions as well, whereas previously 

we might have relied on some people getting a piece of mail in their mailbox and 

then writing a check and then mailing it back. Well now, we can send someone 

an email and literally just by clicking that email if they have their credit card 

information stored, they can make a donation. With one tap of their smart phone, 

they can make a donation to a cause or a campaign or a charity, and that to me is 

an amazing thing.

BETH: I’m curious. Are you seeing people being more comfortable with that? 

With that out there, living on their phones, I mean 60 percent of people’s online 

activity really changing over to their phones now, are they getting more and more 

comfortable with actually doing financial transactions from them?

ANDREW: Yeah, absolutely. You know, a lot of the organizations who we work 

with are organizations who have started to see that you know what? Our donor 

base is aging. We are extremely reliant on direct mail and even direct mail is not 

going away anytime soon, some of these organizations are starting to see that 

revenues start to plateau or even start to decline and they realize that if they 
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want to continue to grow as an organization for the next year, five years, ten 

years and longer, they need to tap into this group of people who are grown up 

as digital natives, who are totally comfortable making purchases on their smart 

phone, who are just comfortable with this latest technology and so I think more 

and more we’re seeing, not just young people, but we’re seeing that people of 

all ages are using social media. Not only just Facebook, which I think everyone 

understands is pretty much universal now, but using Instagram. Even using 

Snapchat. I think that often the way that culture evolves is that you know young 

people tend to be the leaders when it comes to these things. They start learning 

these new technologies or they start developing new culture and then it starts 

to flow out from there. So I think that’s what we’re seeing with people being 

comfortable with digital technology.

BETH: Yeah, I really feel like I’m seeing it too. I do a lot of speaking on this and 

I found in 2009 when I would speak about it a lot, I used to have to say, “Raise 

your hand if you’re hoping I don’t force you to do tweeting or be on Twitter 

today,” and you know, everybody’s hand would go up. Twitter was always the 

one that I could use and then over the times I would speak and speak and it just 

wasn’t and then the last couple of years it was, “Please don’t make me Snapchat.” 

That was the one that would always get the eye rolls and now that’s going away, 

too. I mean, it’s amazing to think and I’m seeing it across all ages, all sectors, 

everything that people a few years ago would have rolled their eyes or been 

afraid or say, “That’s not our brand,” are now coming and saying tell us how this 

works and how we can utilize it. It’s interesting and it’s like the gaps between, 

things are getting smaller and smaller.

ANDREW: Yeah, well I think it’s understandable and it’s natural. People want to 

feel like they’re part of something and so if they just hear culturally whether it’s 

on TV shows or on the news or while they’re surfing online, like if they’re hearing 

all this talk about Snapchat or hearing all this talk about Instagram or what have 

you, I think people naturally are drawn to that. They don’t want to be left out of 

those things so the more that these things become common among certain age 
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groups, then they just start to spread out from there.

BETH: I think that’s a really good point, that we all need to remember that, that 

that’s how people think. So I’m also curious about, you also said that just because 

these technologies and all these things you’re doing online, it’s lowering the 

barrier of entry to participating and getting involved, but like, what’s that thing 

that you tend to see across your campaigns that you know attracts people and 

makes them do it? Even though it’s a lower barrier of entry, there still has to be 

something that makes people jump in and actually decide to get involved. I’m 

curious if you’ve learned anything or if there’s any commonalities that you’re 

seeing that helps people make that switch because everybody that’s listening, 

I’m sure they want to know it’s great that it’s lower, but what can I do differently 

that’s going to make people that see my stuff actually take action?

ANDREW: Yeah, so I think that one thing that is almost universal now and we just 

see it over and over again is that if you want to get people’s attention and you 

want to bring them into your community, you have to reach them emotionally 

and I think that now with the advent of especially video, but visual content 

generally on social media, that we have these really powerful ways of reaching 

people emotionally and bringing them in. We no longer have to rely on say a 

photograph and a letter paired together. We can just place a really powerful 

video in their Facebook feed that has a great couple of first seconds that catches 

their attention and then they watch it and then they’re on board and so I think 

what it does is it creates the opportunity, but also the need to put together a 

really strong story and narrative for your organization and then bring that story 

to life with really powerful creative, great storytelling, great words, great visuals, 

but then once you get people emotionally, then the next step is explaining here’s 

what you can do about this issue because we don’t want to just warm people’s 

hearts or we don’t just want to make people outraged at you know some of the 

ills of society. We don’t want to just stoke emotion for the sake of it. The next 

step is let’s pair that story with a call to action that makes clear that your action 

can really make a difference and then once you do that, the third step is like I 
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mentioned before, lowering the barrier to taking that action so it’s really easy 

for you to do something that can help here. Even by donating $20 or even by 

signing this petition or even by sharing this graphic on social media so that you’re 

educating your friends and your family. These little actions taken by thousands or 

millions of people can really add up to change, to real impact. I think that three-

step process of hooking people emotionally, explaining that there’s something 

that they can do about it and giving them an action to take and then finally 

showing that that action will have impact. That’s the recipe for really making 

change.

BETH: So as we are closing in on the end of the year here, people are starting to 

think about this year-end giving, making the most of their end of year. What are 

the different things that over the course of the year people should be thinking? 

Because the things that you talked about, storytelling, gathering visuals, creating 

video, that stuff doesn’t happen overnight so how should people as they’re 

planning their year, what are the key things in each quarter that they need to be 

focusing on to make sure that they’re ready when they get to this time of year?

ANDREW: Sure, sure. So you know, this is October right now so we are in the 

final quarter of the year. This is really the end of your fundraising season. So it’s 

a year round process. I think that right now, hopefully most of the folks who are 

listening, if they’re trying to raise money this year end, they’re already putting a 

plan together, but year round basically the way that we organize it is by quarters. 

So in the first quarter of the year, it’s all about, well first of all analyzing the 

results from your year-end fundraising program. So crunching the numbers, 

looking at all the data and not just to describe what happened, but to get 

insights into why that happened so you can use those insights to make your next 

year end fundraising program even better. So crunch those numbers, get those 

insights, look for the stories that the data are telling you. Second is in terms of 

the story that you’re telling to your supporters, thank them. Show some gratitude. 

A little bit of gratitude, a little bit of thanking can go a long way, especially if 

you just hit them over the head for a month and a half with fundraising appeals. 
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And then after that, it’s really about looking ahead to the year that’s coming 

and start planning for year-end, even in January and February. So that means 

thinking about replenishing your email and mailing list. Setting those growth 

and acquisition goals, coming up with a growth and acquisition plan. You know, 

looking at all your data and understanding where you can make optimizations for 

the coming year and then also evaluating some of the more less flashy portions 

of the program that are equally important. Assessing your infrastructure. How 

did your platform perform? Did your fundraising pages go down? Did it take you 

hours to send your emails out because your mailer takes so long to process a 

mailing? So making sure that you’re optimizing not just the program, but also the 

infrastructure so that you can run the best possible program next year.

BETH: I think that’s a really good point. I don’t think people really think about that 

aspect of evaluating what happened at the end of the year. A lot of people look 

at “How much money did we make?” but it’s kind of a deeper look to say, “How 

much effort did it take for us to make that money?”

ANDREW: Exactly, and that infrastructure, I should say should also include some 

of the internal processes in the internal communications. So how well does your 

team work together? Like what is your rhythm of status meetings? What is your 

rhythm of analytics reports? Just making sure that as a team you’re working 

together as efficiently as possible because if you’re not doing that, you’re 

probably missing opportunities with your program.

BETH: So here’s a question for you. You do a lot of this online. We do a lot of print 

stuff when it comes to fundraising, but when you have something that’s come to 

you through online, advocacy or messaging that they’ve seen and then they give 

online, what are some of the ways that has really worked well for thanking those 

people and is it different from somebody that may have come through a more 

traditional direct mail process?

ANDREW: Sure, so I think you probably want to thank people in the medium 
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through which they donated. So if people donated through direct mail, they 

should probably get a piece of mail that thanks them in early Q1, whereas 

if people make a donation online, then you should be making an effort to 

be thanking them online. So I think like these things don’t have to be super 

complicated. A simple email that says, “Thank you so much for your support,” 

without any other call to action could be really effective. Even better, if you have 

a great piece of content, like a video or a photo or a story that highlights the 

impact that the organization makes and therefore connects the dots between 

the donor and the people that that donor is ultimately helping. Even better, show 

them the impact of their donation and you’ll go a long way of cementing their 

long-term support.

BETH: We actually did a whole show on that with Steven Shattuck from 

Boomerang a couple of months ago like adding a link to a video on a thank you 

page or other content that the people would be interested in just to continue the 

conversation after the transaction has been made.

ANDREW: Yep, that can be supper effective and again you know, storytelling is so 

powerful with online video these days and then you can even go farther in terms 

of thanking people. With one client that I worked with, Partners in Health, Paul 

Farmer is their founder and sort of a rock star celebrity in the health nonprofit 

space and so for select donors, we organized conference calls with Paul Farmer. 

So if you donated a certain amount, we really wanted to give some special 

attention to those top donors. We’ve given them the opportunity to get on a 

conference call with Paul Farmer and hear directly from him. So you know, if you 

have people who are well-known or who would be exciting for your donors to talk 

to, that could be another option as well.

BETH: I love that!

ANDREW: Cement that connection between the organization and its financial 

supporters.
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BETH: I think ultimately what you’re saying is look beyond the obvious for what 

would make your donors feel appreciated. It may be a note in the mail. It may be 

the standard things, but maybe there’s some little insider space that you have 

available to them that you’re not providing. You never know. To look beyond the 

obvious.

ANDREW: Exactly. Make them feel special because they are special. They have 

committed significant sums of money to support you and your mission so show 

them that they are special.

BETH: Absolutely. So as you move into Q2, what kind of things should people be 

thinking about as it comes to their campaign?

ANDREW: Sure, so this is actually where you really start thinking directly about 

your end of year program that’s coming up six months down the road. I would 

say in Q2, start thinking about the stories that you want to tell leading into your 

end of year program. So who are the people you want to highlight who are being 

impacted by the work? Who are the volunteers you want to highlight? Start 

identifying some of those stories. Again video is really powerful and if you want 

to create a video that you want to use to lay the emotional groundwork for the 

end of year program, now is the time to start identifying the content for that 

video because obviously videos take awhile to produce. So look into the stories 

that you want to tell and also look into some of the campaign tactics that you 

want to run. So I think we all know now that a matching gift or a donor match is 

a really effective tactic so donate now and an anonymous donor will match your 

gift 1 to 1 or 2 to 1. So start looking for who is the person who is going to do that 

and start doing this as early as Q2. Other kinds of premiums. One of the most 

effective things that was done on the Obama campaign that’s been replicated 

quite a bit since is donate and you could win a really cool experience, like dinner 

with Barack Obama and Michelle. Hillary Clinton does this now. I think if you 

donated to Hillary’s campaign a couple of months ago, you could get dinner with 

her and George Clooney. 
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BETH: Wow!

ANDREW: Right. Apologies, but I think that contest is now closed unfortunately. 

Sorry to dash your hopes.

BETH: Geez, I missed it!

ANDREW: I didn’t win either, but start looking for some things that take time to 

put together. So story wise, those are the things you really want to start looking 

at as early as Q2.  Now in terms of your list, you really want to make sure that 

your email list and your data base is clean, that you understand as much as 

possible about people on that list. So one thing you could do is start looking 

at the overlap between your direct mail and your email database. Particularly 

because that will likely have changed during the end of your fundraising period 

where you’ve gotten a whole bunch more donors. Really make sure that by 

Q2 you understand who is on each of those lists. You could also do matching 

between email lists and social media accounts and so you can find out you know 

who on your email list also has Facebook and Instagram and Twitter and so forth.

BETH: Can you talk about how to go about that?

ANDREW: Sure, so there’s some matching services out there, some vendors who 

will do this for you and again they can tell you things like “these people are on 

Facebook,” “these people are on Twitter,” “here’s their Twitter profile,” but they 

can also tell you, in some cases they can tell you some additional information 

about those people. So they can tell you generally “these people tend to like 

these sorts of pages on Facebook,” “they tend to talk about these topics on 

Twitter,” and that can be a nice way to gather some additional audience insight as 

well. So there are some vendors out there. One is called Attentive.ly and I know 

that there are a number of others.

BETH: That’s the one I know, too.
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ANDREW: The match rates can vary. You know, sometimes maybe they’ll match 

half your list. Sometimes a little more, sometimes a little less because obviously 

people have multiple email addresses so you know it’s not perfect, but it can be 

helpful in filling in that detail about your list.

BETH: I always say that it’s interesting like when you really do understand 

these kind of details about your list, more than just what their age are or their 

demographics are, like knowing what pages they like on Facebook both helps 

you advertise to them, but it really also helps you to understand them. Like if 

you have a whole bunch of people on your list that like Etsy, you know, it’s gonna 

tell you a little bit about what that person’s like or maybe what their life is like 

or maybe what they’re interested in. As you were talking about as far as really 

making sure that you’re crafting a story to have people not just think about “Oh, 

this is where I can market to them,” but this is how I can market to them.

ANDREW: Yeah, absolutely. One anecdote along those lines. Recently I was 

working with a disease foundation and they had a sense that their audience was 

really highly educated and very wealthy and they had a certain kind of view of 

their audience, and then when we started digging into their audience and we 

took their database and we matched it up with a third-party database, we also 

created some proxy audiences to really understand what they’re interested in 

and for some of this we were using Facebook. We found that their audience was 

something like 20 times more likely than the average person to like Wrangler 

jeans and Aqua Velva.

BETH: Wow!

ANDREW: Just that idea of we had this view of this audience in a certain way, but 

really understanding, OK these are Wrangler and Aqua Velva types of guys, and 

that was a really interesting insight that really changed how we started talking to 

them, to these people and how we thought about the kind of content we wanted 

to put out there and how we organized the website. So those little insights can 
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go a long way towards painting a more dated picture of who you’re talking to.

BETH: Can you explain what you mean by a proxy audience?

ANDREW: Sure. So basically what we did was we took certain characteristics. So 

generally we know that their audience is of a certain age because the disease 

that they are working on affects men of a certain age so we took males, males 

in an age range which are most commonly affected by that disease and then we 

also added some geographical perimeters so generally we know these people 

and particularly those people who are donating to them live in certain areas and 

we also looked at the pages that they tend to like. So we added perimeters for 

other pages that are related to the disease that this foundation is working on. So 

you know they had liked certain hospitals Facebook pages or they liked similar 

organization Facebook pages and so what we try to do is we take all those 

different traits that we know define their audience and then we put those traits 

basically into Facebook and then Facebook tells us other things that people who 

have those traits, they tell us other qualities that that group has.

BETH: Fabulous!

ANDREW: Yeah, and it’s just, of course, this is not the be-all end-all way of 

understanding your list. This is one kind of data point that you fold into a whole 

bunch of other things that you’re learning about your supporters through 

interviews or focus groups or surveys, through secondary research as well, but 

with all these pieces put together you start to develop a pretty clear picture of 

who you’re talking to and therefore how you speak to them, how you motivate 

them to take action.

BETH: Right and I think that’s huge because one of the things that just comes up 

over and over again on this show as I talk to people is this idea of really, really 

knowing your audience. It’s becoming one of the biggest trends that come out of 

talking to people and on the back end of that, when we’re all talking about things 

www.iriscreative.com
http://iriscreative.com/


Contact Iris Creative at www.iriscreative.com • 267.468.7949

like storytelling, you can’t really do an effective job of that if you don’t know, 

really know what your people want to hear and who they are. You can’t really 

create a connection with a stranger. So talking about that and even just the way 

you described it, attentively is sort of a big step for maybe a smaller nonprofit to 

take, but anybody can take their list to find certain characteristics and put them 

into Facebook and start to look for what pages that characteristic likes. Like this 

is things that people can do on their own to really make the effort to really get to 

know these people better before it’s time to ask them to do something for you.

ANDREW: Exactly. Probably one of the single defining characteristic of the way 

that I approach these things and the way that my agency Blue State Digital 

approaches digital fundraising and campaigning more broadly is that every 

decision you make is coming from a data point, that you have information and 

evidence and data, that you develop insight from that data and then that leads 

to the decisions that you make. You know, no more hunches. No more I think that 

my list is like this and then making decisions from there because

BETH: The executive director really thinks that this is right.

ANDREW: Exactly or like, “Hey, the board really likes this message.” That’s great 

and the board you know really cares strongly and I bet they do know a lot about 

this issue, but when it comes to really driving people to take a certain action, 

there is no substitute for making those decisions based on data. 

BETH: Right. It’s so true and it’s hard. I mean, I have a design background and 

you know sometimes I’ve got designers saying “I like this better,” or “That doesn’t 

look good,” but when the goal is driving an action, what looks good is the thing 

that works and unfortunately it’s not always the pretty thing. It’s not always the 

thing that your board members who you know like things or had a bedroom that 

was that color as a child and don’t like that color. That’s all fine and good if your 

goal is to do brand building messages, but when your goal is to create action, you 

have to follow what works.
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ANDREW: Exactly and that’s actually a perfect segue into the second main point 

that I want to make for Q2, which is this is where you really should be developing 

and finalizing and beginning to implement your testing plan for the coming year. 

So what is it that you actually want to run experiments on in order to make sure 

that you have all of the tactics that are gonna work best during the critical end 

of year funding program? So early on in the year, you probably want to aim your 

testing more focused on higher-level things like messaging, acquisition, things 

like that. So testing different types of light boxes on your homepage that are 

gonna collect email addresses, testing different ads that are oriented towards 

acquiring more email addresses. 

BETH: OK, so do you want to move on to Q3?

ANDREW: Sure, so Q3, this is where you’re actually putting your plan in place. 

So we’ve doing some research earlier in the year on the kinds of stories that we 

want to tell and the kinds of campaigns we want to run and this is where we 

actually start making that plan much more concrete. So what is your message, 

your over-arcing theme for your end of year campaign? What are those tactics 

that you’re running with? Do you have a matching campaign? Do you have 

premiums? Are you gonna give people wristbands or T-shirts? Are you gonna give 

them an opportunity to win a cool experience by making a donation? Then once 

you have those things figured out, this is where you actually drafting out your 

editorial calendar. So day by day, week by week, here’s where we’re gonna push 

things out across each channel and so really putting together that integrated 

calendar that tells you what’s happening on each channel and when is gonna 

be critically important because you want to be sure you’re communications are 

also supporting one another. I think one thing that anyone who has looked at 

an analytics report lately realizes that there is no direct path towards making a 

donation. Often it will be somebody gets an email, they open it and they don’t 

click, but then later that day they see a message on Facebook that supports 

the message from the email and then the following day they type into their 

web browser, they do a search for your organization and then they land on your 
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donation page and then they make that gift and so really making sure that your 

editorial calendar is integrated across channels so you can create that surround 

sound messaging and get as many donations as you possibly can.

BETH: It’s really hard for people that haven’t done a lot of this before. It’s like 

you think “I’m just gonna write my letter now and I’m gonna focus on that and 

keep that going and then I’ll work on the next thing and then I’ll work on the next 

thing,” but that can be really challenging if you’re trying to do a multi-channel 

campaign with email and social and print possibly. You’ve got to make sure 

that you’re thinking ahead to think, “What do I need to be doing now?” I can’t 

tell you how many times we get calls. Let’s see, it’s the middle of October now, 

around this time from people saying, “Can you help us with our print direct mail 

fundraising campaign and we want to get it into the mail by December 4,” so 

that’s six weeks and it’s not enough time to really do it well if you think about the 

time it takes to print and you know, with nonprofit mailing, between one-three 

weeks to get it in the mail with printing between one-two weeks for printing. If 

you back that out, you should have and it’s so hard when people haven’t given 

themselves enough time, but we always say, “Start with the day that you want it 

in someone’s hand and work backwards for your schedule and think about what 

you need to do with other things.” If you’re writing a letter that’s gonna go out in 

print, some of that content may be able to be re-purposed from your email.

ANDREW: Exactly. The point there is don’t just think about an email or think about 

a direct mail letter or think about a social media post. Think about a message 

and then that message is gonna be disseminated across multiple channels and 

you need to optimize that message for each channel. On a certain day you’ll send 

an email and that email will be optimized with best practices to drive the best 

action, but then what is the Facebook post version of that email or the Facebook 

posts, plural, of that email that are gonna go out the day that the email drops? 

The day before? The day after? Is that email being timed with a direct mail drop 

and so that when the direct mail lands at people’s physical mailboxes, they’re also 

getting an email that day or the day after that’s reinforcing that message. So it’s 
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all about thinking about each communication as a message rather than thinking 

about them channel by channel.

BETH: Right. I think that’s really, really important because it’s hard, especially if 

you don’t have the training and background in this, it’s a lot to kind of juggle and 

manage all at the same time, but if you spend the time now, well not now, but 

in Q3, planning it out and thinking about your calendar, you won’t be pinched 

and feeling stressed at the last minute thinking “oh my Gosh! We’ve got to write 

some Facebook posts” and then it’s sort of like let’s just throw that on top and 

it doesn’t have the impact that it could potentially have so you’re putting in the 

work, but you’re not gonna get paid back from it as well as if you kind of taken 

the time to put it all together in the beginning. 

ANDREW: Exactly and that’s why I would say like right around the end of Q3 

and maybe the beginning of Q4, this is where you’re actually creating all of your 

assets. So you’ve got your editorial calendar, everyone who needs to review it 

reviews it and try to lock that in by the end of Q3, no later and more like the 

middle of Q3. We try to have our end of year plans finished by mid-September 

and what that does is it gives you a few weeks in September and then early 

October to crank out all of the assets. So this is where we try to create all of the 

end of year assets as a big package, you know in September/October so that 

once we’re in November we’re just in execution mode. So writing all of the emails 

and Facebook posts, designing all of the graphics, putting together all of the 

videos, writing all of the ads, writing all the direct mail pieces, just put all of those 

assets together as early as you can, ideally starting around the end of Q3 so that 

you can just focus on just executing and then optimizing during Q4, during the 

actual end of year fundraising campaign.

BETH: So, let’s talk a little bit about Q4 because that’s kind of where we are now 

and how does that look in a way that really can make sure that people can get 

the most impact?
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ANDREW: Sure, sure. So of course I said that you want to try to have your 

plan finalized in Q3, you want to have all your assets created as early in Q4 as 

possible, but we also need to remain nimble and so you know it’s not a set it and 

forget it type of thing. What we need to do is we need to look very closely at 

how our program is performing on a day to day basis and then make decisions 

about whether or not we want to adapt or whether we want to optimize and so 

this is everything from testing, messaging or posting imagery in a light box early 

in Q4 and then using the results of those tests to inform the imagery that goes in 

your emails later on in the quarter so that’s a simple example. Something a little 

bit more complex is what we’ve taken to calling optimization roles and so this is 

basically, what are the structures that you can put in place so that you don’t even 

necessarily have to be making decisions, but you’ve got rules in place that guide 

those decisions. So an example, for some of our clients, what we’ll do is we’ll 

say, “OK, we send out an email and this email performs 20 percent better than a 

typical fundraising email for this client. We’re gonna resend that email to all the 

people who haven’t opened it. If it performs 30 percent better than the typical 

email, then maybe we’ll re-send it even to the people who opened it, but didn’t 

donate and send a kicker. So we have these rules in place and all we need to do 

is measure the results and then basically make an automatic decision of “OK, this 

email performed really well. We’re gonna double down on it” and so you can set 

up all kinds of rules along these lines that will make it easier for you to optimize 

the program later on so you don’t have to have a meeting every time you want 

to say, “OK, well this email that we sent out did really well. What should we do 

now?” Well, if you have the rules in place from the beginning then you know what 

you’re gonna do now. You’re gonna resend it.

BETH: I love that because I think a lot of times what you’re saying is like don’t 

make sort of stream of consciousness as you go to decisions. If you go into 

something knowing that you’re gonna test something and then what you’re 

gonna do based on the results of the test, I bet it reduces the sort of fear factor 

that goes into testing anything. We hear a lot of times from people is they don’t 

ever want to try anything new because what they’re doing, in their mind, works 
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and the risk of having something change and work less is more frightening to 

them than the potential of having something work better.

ANDREW: Exactly and you know, again it goes back to letting the data drive the 

decision making because it might be scary to think, “Oh well, wait. We’re gonna 

resend this email to people? Why would we do that?” but ideally you’re making 

those optimization rules based on the data and the data shows this is really 

effective and if we resend it, we will raise more money and it’s kind of hard to 

argue with that.

BETH: Right, and the thing is I think what a lot of people do is they make 

decisions based on their personal preferences. So you know, someone will say 

to me, “Well, I don’t like seeing the same email over and over again,” “I don’t like 

a light box,” “I don’t want a pop up on my thing.” That annoys me and it’s easy. 

If you don’t have data, your organization is left to only being able to make the 

decisions by who is the strongest voice in the room and if the strongest voice 

in the room has a personal bias against something because they don’t like it, 

then you’re not gonna do it and you’ll never know if it’s gonna work for your 

organization. So I love what you’re saying about creating and processing your 

organization for both experimentation and testing. That it’s not like you’re just 

gonna turn the ship and dump all your assets based on a hunch. You’re gonna 

start early enough so that you can pull out whatever, 100 people, 10 percent-20 

percent of your people, test a different message on them and then have the time 

to react to that in a positive way and let other people get the benefit of it. It’s 

hard to do and it doesn’t work unless you step back and plan ahead and that’s 

hard for people. So we’re now in Q4 and not everyone has had the benefit of this 

conversation. Wherever people are right now in October, you know near the end 

of October of the end of 2016, what’s like the best thing that people can be doing 

right now if they’re sort of feeling like their back is against the wall and they 

really do need to have this be a great end of the year?

ANDREW: Sure, so there’s a couple things that I would say no matter what, here’s 
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what you should do. First of all, send more email than you’re planning to send.

BETH: Yay! People always say, “Gosh, I don’t want to like abuse my email list,” or 

“I don’t want to burn them out,” and I always say, “Go, burn them out because if 

they’re not interested in hearing what you have to say, don’t pay for them to be 

sitting on your list.”

ANDREW: Exactly and you don’t want a massive exodus of your donors off of 

your email list, but generally people, especially people who have already donated 

or are likely to donate to you, those people are not going to be unsubscribing 

because they legitimately care about what you’re doing and during the year end 

season. People know that this is the season of charitable giving. They understand 

the deal and so we’ve got to give them some credit for that, that they’re not 

gonna be put off or overwhelmed by the fact that you’re sending them a bunch 

of fundraising emails because if they’re on your list and they’re likely to donate 

to you, it’s because they understand the importance of your organization and 

they understand the importance of the holiday giving season. So send more email 

and in particular the emails that are working well, resend those. Kick them to the 

people who haven’t opened them yet. You know, I think especially with Gmail, 

how it organizes emails into different tabs, promotion tabs, updates tabs, social 

media tabs and so forth, often I think people sort of look at their inboxes as less 

of “I’m gonna open every email and inbox zero,” but they look at it more of a to-

do list. So the more emails you send, the more you’re bumping your donation call 

to action to the top of their to-do list.

BETH: I love that. That is such great advice.

ANDREW: So that’s number one. Number two, in your emails, more links. Give 

people more real estate to click on. Every time we’ve tested this we see that the 

more links you put into emails, especially high up, even in that first sentence, the 

more likely it is that people are going to click and the more likely it is that they’re 

going to make a donation.
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BETH: Now do you mean more links to the same thing or more links to a variety 

of things?

ANDREW: Right, more links to the same things. So all of the links in your email 

should be going to a donation page, but just give people more places to click to 

get to that donation page.

BETH: Do you also find that it helps if you give them the links to click in different 

ways, like a text link and a graphical link?

ANDREW: Yes, yes, definitely. Make sure that you’re giving people lots of different 

kinds of things to click on. Some people might be drawn to click on hyperlinked 

text. Some people might be drawn to click on graphics. Some people might be 

drawn to click on a visible URL, www.yourorganization.org and so give people 

a variety of things to click on for sure and then of course, make sure that your 

emails look good on a smart phone and make sure that your donation forms 

look good on a smart phone and if there are technical features that your email 

and donation system allow to basically save people’s payment information or 

pass through their name, address, zip code and all of these things so that when 

they land on the donation form those things are pre-filled, those will do wonders 

for boosting up your conversion rates, especially for people who are on mobile 

devices. Obviously if you ask people to enter their name, their address, their zip 

code, their phone number, all of these things on a mobile device, you’re probably 

gonna see a lot more drop off. If your system enables you to pass through that 

information onto that form, then definitely take advantage of that.

BETH: Great! What are your thoughts on like sort of the graphic-ness of emails 

versus more text driven texts? Like something that looks like a regular personal 

text email versus one that has things like photos and donate buttons and maybe 

even a graphical theme that they see the same thing over and over again?

ANDREW: Sure, so you know in general, you want to keep things simple in 
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particular to make sure that they’re optimized for mobile. So I wouldn’t go too 

far in the direction of graphics, you know, newsletter oriented emails, things that 

you might get from a brand where it’s more like a brochure that you’re getting 

from them. So I would simplify. I would keep the text as short as possible, but not 

eliminate it entirely. When we’ve done testing between all graphic emails versus 

emails that have some text as well as a graphic, those usually that have some text 

and some graphics tend to weigh in. So I would definitely, and also like sign up 

for email lists,

BETH: Great advice.

ANDREW: Especially from political campaigns and the political campaigns that 

you know are testing like crazy. So Hillary Clinton’s digital team, for example, is 

probably a couple hundred people and they have millions and millions of donors 

and email subscribers so you know for sure that they are testing everything and 

what you’re seeing from them, you’re probably seeing because it’s working, and 

so sign up for those lists and sign up for also you know the nonprofits that you 

know are best in class and take cues from them. You can learn from their texts. 

Obviously each list is gonna be different and you want to make sure that you’re 

not just blanket applying things that other people are doing to your own list, but 

that’s a good place to start, is the best practice is more organizations that you 

know are testing and optimizing it.

BETH: That is such great advice. Andrew, I’m sure people have a million more 

questions and I know I could probably talk to you all day, but I need to wrap up. 

So how can people get in touch with you if they did have further questions?

ANDREW: Of course. So you can reach me by email. My email address is Andrew@

BlueStateDigital.com. That’s just one word, BlueStateDigital. You can also get in 

touch with the agency more broadly just at BlueStateDigital.com. We actually just 

re-launched our brand new website about a week ago. It’s beautiful. Go check it 

out and then I’m also on Twitter @AJR and yeah. I’m always eager to talk about 
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this stuff so please don’t hesitate to get in touch.

BETH: That’s such good advice and I really think you gave a bunch of tips that 

will help people plan ahead for next year, but also things that I think are gonna 

help everyone just tweak and maximize the last couple of months of this year 

and hopefully I would love to hear if people try any of Andrew’s tips. Thank you 

so much for joining me and I wish you great success with all of your year-end 

campaigns to you and to everyone that’s listening.

ANDREW: Of course. Yeah, every one out there, go out and raise money!
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