
Michelle’s 
Mailbox 
August 
2026



Covenant House



Format:  
• OE: #10, RE: #9, Letter: 8.5 x 11, Reply: 8.5 x 7, Insert: 7 x10, Post-it 

Pad: 3 x 3 (20 pages + backer)
Received: August 2026
Program: Acquisition
What works: 
• Faux lunch bag OE creates immediate curiosity and connects directly 

to the story inside. (USPS no longer allows actual paper bags to be 
mailed as envelopes.)

• The letter tells the story of a young person who received a lunch with 
a sticky note that simply said, “You Matter.” 

• The Post-it pad isn't just an added premium—it becomes part of the 
donor experience. Donors are asked to write their own message of 
encouragement and return it with their gift. 

• The reply provides a designated space for the donor's note, making 
participation easy and reinforcing the call to action. 

• The color insert visually recreates the lunch described in the letter, 
helping connect the story, premium and donor action. 

The package gives the premium a reason to exist. The Post-it notes aren't 
simply something useful for the donor; they demonstrate how something 
very small can have an emotional impact on the young people Covenant 
House serves.

Covenant 
House



American Lung Association



Format:  
• OE: 6 x 9.5, RE: #9, Letter/reply: 8.5 x 9 (off fold on perf), 

Calendar: 8.5 x 5.5, Notepad: 4.25 x 5.5 (10 sheets)
Received: July 2026
Program: Appeal Test
What works: 
• Uses a smaller board calendar rather than a traditional 

multi-page wall calendar, providing a lower-cost way to 
retain a calendar premium.

• The 8.5 x 5.5 size still provides a full-year calendar that 
can remain visible throughout the year.

• Adds a small 10-sheet notepad as a second useful 
premium without substantially increasing the package 
size.

• Could be an interesting test for donors who don't justify 
the cost of a traditional calendar package—or donors who 
are less premium-responsive—while still allowing the 
organization to retain the calendar offer.

This is also a good reminder that premium testing doesn't 
always have to mean removing the premium. Consider testing 
the format, size, page count or construction to reduce cost 
while retaining the donor-facing offer.

American Lung 
Association



Jane Goodall Institute



Jane Goodall 
Institute

Format:  
• OE: A7, RE: A6, Letter: 6.5 x 10, Reply/postcard: 4.5 x 6 (folded size)
Received: July 2026
Program: Appeal
What works: 
• The reply device and donor engagement piece are combined into a 

single folded component rather than adding a separate bounceback. 
• When folded, the chimpanzee image and “With Gratitude…” message 

make the piece initially feel like a thank-you to the donor. 
• When opened, it becomes a postcard the donor can sign and return 

for researchers at Gombe—creating a second level of engagement 
beyond the donation. 

• Combining the reply and postcard creates an unusual donor 
interaction without requiring another separate package component. 

• The OE previews the geography featured in the story with a map of 
Africa and Gombe National Park. 

• Personalized handwriting-style copy on the OE—“Michelle, join us in 
spreading hope throughout the world!”—helps give the package a 
more personal feel.

This is a good example of creating additional donor engagement without 
adding another component. By giving the reply device a second purpose, 
the package creates another interaction while keeping the component 
count the same.



National Parks Conservation Association



National 
Parks 

Conservation 
Association

Format:  
• OE: 9 x 12, RE: #9, Letter/reply: 8.5 x 14, Insert: 8.5 x 3.5
Received: July 2026
Program: Lapsed Test
What works: 
• Rather than enclosing the calendar, this lapsed test asks the 

donor to reinstate their membership to receive it. 
• This turns a typically front-end premium into a fulfillment offer 

and removes the calendar itself from the outgoing package. 
• The package still includes the backend luggage cube offer used in 

the control, so the organization isn't changing every element of 
the premium strategy at once. 

• The 9 x 12 OE maintains the visual presence and format of the 
traditional calendar package even though the calendar isn't 
enclosed. 

• Materials retain the same component sizes used across 
acquisition, lapsed and appeal packages, allowing existing 
formats/production efficiencies to be leveraged for the test. 

This is an interesting example of looking at the entire cost of a 
premium—not just its unit cost. Moving fulfillment to the backend 
means you're only sending the calendar to donors who respond.



Postcard of the Month

Instead of treating an operational update like an administrative notice, Save the Redwoods League ties the message directly 
to the mission with “Follow the trail to our new home!”  

The large redwood image makes the piece feel like donor communication rather than housekeeping, while the back clearly 
highlights the new address. 

Even necessary operational communications can be an opportunity to reinforce the mission and brand—not just deliver 
information.



Self-Mailer of the Month

10.5 x 5.25 folded

This commercial example uses the larger 
self-mailer format to create room for strong 
imagery, multiple messages and plenty of 
storytelling space without an outer 
envelope.

For fundraising, a return envelope could be 
glue-dotted inside before the piece is 
tabbed closed. A wallet-flap reply could 
also be incorporated into the design, or the 
reply could perforate from one edge of the 
self-mailer.

Think beyond postcards when considering 
self-mailers. Larger formats can provide 
much of the storytelling space of a 
traditional letter package while potentially 
reducing the number of separate 
components.



Premium of the Month

Water bottle stickers are everywhere—and their use extends 
beyond water bottles to laptops, notebooks, phone cases and 
other personal items.

They can be mailed as a full sticker sheet, like the Heifer 
example, or as an individual die-cut sticker featuring a 
recognizable image, message or element of the organization's 
mission.

For testing: consider whether the donor needs an entire sheet. 
A single strong sticker may provide the same perceived value 
while reducing material and package weight.

Stickers can also work particularly well when the design is 
something donors would want to display because it represents 
their identity or values, rather than simply displaying the 
organization's logo.



Commercial Mail of the Month

This ad for a commercial window company 
looks like a traditional Christmas card. 
Everything visible before opening—the family 
return address, handwriting-style 
addressing, evergreen artwork and seasonal 
postage treatment—is designed to make the 
piece feel like personal correspondence.

Only after opening does the recipient 
discover the sales message.

For nonprofits: the takeaway isn't 
necessarily to disguise the organization, but 
to think about whether the OE can feel like 
personal correspondence rather than 
fundraising mail—particularly for 
stewardship, anniversary, holiday or mid-
level communications.



Technique 

Envelope with a faux Post-it note. The note is perforated on three sides so the recipient can lift it to reveal a second 
window—with window film—and get a peek at the component beneath.

The technique creates interaction before the envelope is even opened and allows the component inside to become part of 
the OE creative.

The reveal could be used for a photo, deadline, matching-gift message, membership card, premium image or other element 
that helps continue the story inside.



Donor Advised Funds

Donor-advised funds continue to be an important topic 
in nonprofit fundraising.

Organizations are looking at how they identify and 
recognize DAF donors—and how DAF giving should be 
incorporated into existing fundraising communications.

There isn't one standard approach yet. The following 
recent mail examples show several different ways 
organizations are beginning to talk about DAFs in direct 
mail.

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA
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Back of the Reply Copy

DAF giving doesn't necessarily require 
another insert. Adding brief DAF 
instructions to existing real estate—such 
as the back of the reply—can introduce 
the option without adding another 
package component.



Designate A Charity as 
Beneficiary of Your DAF

This expands the conversation beyond 
making a grant today. Donors can also be 
encouraged to name the organization as a 
beneficiary/successor of remaining DAF 
funds—bringing DAF messaging into 
longer-term giving conversations.



Simplified Giving

This example focuses on ease. Rather than 
explaining DAFs at length, it gives donors a 
straightforward way to initiate a gift. That's 
useful when the audience may already 
understand the giving vehicle.



Mission Focused

Here the DAF isn't positioned as the story—the 
mission is. The giving method is simply another 
way the donor can accomplish the impact 
described in the appeal. I like this approach 
because it keeps the fundraising message 
donor- and mission-centered.



Still Counts Towards a Match

This answers a question donors may actually have: Does my DAF gift qualify for the match? If DAF gifts are eligible 
for a campaign incentive, saying so removes uncertainty and gives DAF donors the same urgency as other donors.



Include Pertinent Information

If you're asking donors to give through a DAF, make it easy for them to do it. Include the organization's 
legal name and other information they may need to recommend the grant rather than forcing them to find 
it elsewhere.



More Info About Our Donor 
Advised Fund

This example 
introduces 
another side of 
the DAF 
conversation: 
organizations can 
have their own 
DAF programs, 
not simply 
receive grants 
from donor-
advised funds.



August 2026 
Wrap-Up:
What We’re 
Seeing in the 
Mail

Give donors something to do
Covenant House asks donors to write an encouraging note. Jane Goodall Institute asks 
them to send a message to researchers. Both create participation beyond simply making 
a gift.

Rethink the premium—not necessarily the offer
American Lung Association reduces the cost/scale of a calendar premium, while NPCA 
moves calendar fulfillment to the backend. Both preserve the donor-facing value of the 
premium while changing how the organization delivers it.

DAF messaging is showing up in different ways
The examples this month show DAF giving incorporated in several ways—from a small 
mention on a reply device to giving instructions, matching-gift language and more 
dedicated education. There isn't one standard approach, which makes this an interesting 
area to watch and test.

Use the format to create the experience
The faux lunch bag, folded reply/postcard, reveal window and self-mailer aren't different 
simply to look different. In each case, the format helps deliver the message or creates an 
interaction.

The Production Perspective:  Several of this month's ideas show how production 
decisions can support the strategy—not just execute it. Changing the size or construction 
of a premium, moving fulfillment to the backend, combining two functions into one 
component, or adapting a self-mailer can create new testing opportunities without 
necessarily rebuilding the entire package.



THANK YOU VERY MUCH!

Please feel free to reach out 
with any of your questions!

Michelle Johnston
Senior Manager of Strategic Development
Email:  mjohnston@psmail.com
Phone:  703.734.4476

Sign up and stay informed! To receive Michelle’s Mailbox each month, send an email with 
the subject line “Subscribe” to mjohnston@psmail.com. 

mailto:mjohnston@psmail.com
mailto:mjohnston@psmail.com
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