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Best Friends Animal Society



Format:  
• OE: 9 x 12, RE: #9, Letter/reply: 8.5 x 14, Calendar: 10.875 x 

8.5 (folded size) , Insert: 8.5 x 5.5
Received: August 2026
Program: Lapsed
What works: 
• The monthly format creates a natural bridge to a monthly 

giving message. An insert promotes a $200,000 challenge gift 
if 300 donors enroll in monthly giving.

• Donors are directed to enroll online or by phone rather than 
by check, helping ensure recurring gifts are established 
through an appropriate payment method.

• The highest ask on this reply was $55, but donors were still 
given options for making a gift through a DAF or IRA. You never 
know where your next DAF or IRA donor may come from.

Worth considering: Can the premium itself create a natural 
connection to the next behavior you want from the donor?

Best Friends 
Animal 
Society



Virginia Tech Alumni – Hokies Club



Virginia Tech Alumni – Hokies Club



Format:  Unknown
Received: Summer 2026
Program: Acquisition/Alumni
What works: 
The experience doesn't end with the acquisition offer.
• A social ad offered donors a small building-block 

model of Burruss Hall. After making a gift, the donor 
experience continued through physical mail.

• The donor received:
• 1. A thank-you with a Hokie sticker
• 2. Fulfillment of the building set
• 3. A gatefold welcome piece

Rather than treating digital acquisition, acknowledgment, 
premium fulfillment and direct mail as separate activities, 
the pieces feel like stages of one donor experience.

The channels are different, but the donor experience is 
continuous.

Virginia Tech 
Alumni – Hokies 

Club



Smithsonian American Women’s History 
Museum



Smithsonian 
American 
Women’s 

History Museum

Format:  
• OE: #10, RE: #9, Letter: 11 x 17, Reply: 8.5 x 3.5, Insert: 5.5 

x 28 (flat size), 3.5 x 5.5 (folded size) 
Received: March 2026
Program: Active members and donor non-members
What works: 
• The 5.5" × 28" insert folds down to just 3.5" × 5.5", allowing 

the organization to feature multiple short stories without 
adding a large component to the package.

• A QR code on the insert leads to video and additional 
stories about women's place in history. Once online, the 
donor is also presented with an opportunity to give.

• A separate QR code on the reply directs donors straight to 
the donation page.

USPS Promotion Reminder:  The qualifying QR code for the 
promotion cannot appear on the reply device or reply 
envelope. Be sure to review the specific promotion 
requirements when determining placement and destination.



Living Classrooms Foundation



Living 
Classrooms 
Foundation

Format:  
• OE: 7.25 x 5.25, Reply: 6.25 x 4.5, Poster: 5 x 7 (folded), 

10 x 22 (flat)
Received: 2026
What works: 
• The 7.25" × 5.25" outer envelope has the proportions of 

an invitation rather than a traditional fundraising 
package.

• Inside, a piece measuring just 5" × 7" when folded 
opens to 10" × 22", creating significantly more visual 
real estate without requiring a large outer envelope.

Think beyond the dimensions of the envelope. Folds can 
create size, surprise and storytelling space after the 
package is opened.

Note: The sample I received did not include a reply envelope, so I can't confirm 
whether one was originally part of the package.



Operation Homefront



Operation 
Homefront

Format:  
• Insert: 8.5 x 3.5
Received: Unknown
What works: 
• The insert connects current economic pressures with 

specific challenges facing military families—from back-
to-school expenses and rising utility bills to emergency 
needs ahead of the holidays.
Instead of relying on a general statement of need, the 
organization gives the donor a reason that support is 
particularly important right now.
And it does it in a very small amount of space.

Urgency doesn't always require urgent-looking creative. 
Sometimes it simply requires answering the donor's 
question: Why does my gift matter today?



Postcard of the Month

The red box behind the white logo on the mailing panel visually resembles a custom indicia—but it isn't one.

It's a small design choice that helps integrate the postal area into the overall creative rather than treating it as 
leftover space.

Even the mailing panel is part of the design.



Self-Mailer of the Month

This self-mailer incorporates the reply 
device and return envelope directly into 
the format.

That allows the piece to maintain a 
traditional mail-back response option 
without requiring separate loose 
components inside an outer envelope.

The format isn't just the carrier for the 
message—it does some of the work of 
the package.



Premium of the Month

Not every premium needs to be a label, 
notepad, calendar or greeting card.

This air freshener caught my attention simply 
because it was different. It's lightweight, 
highly branded and gives the organization 
enough space for both supporter messaging 
and its recognizable rose imagery.

Sometimes the idea worth testing isn't a more 
expensive premium. It's a less expected one.



Techniques
Create the Look of Colored Stock

Want the appearance of a colored envelope 
without using colored envelope stock?

A flood tint can recreate the look of many common 
paper colors using standard printing processes.

Here are a few examples of how PMS colors can be 
used to recreate the look of solid colored stock. 
The examples on the left show several color builds; 
on the right, a single PMS color is screened back to 
create additional shades from the same ink.

Why consider it?  It can provide another option 
when a specific colored stock is unavailable or 
when printing the color makes more sense for the 
requirements of the job.

Always review the specific color and stock 
combination with your production partner—paper 
and ink can affect the final result.



Certificates

Certificates are a long-standing direct mail 
technique that continues to show up in 
today's mail.  And not just from one 
organization or one type of program.

Some recognize a donor.
Some create a sense of membership.
Some nominate the recipient for something.
Some simply say thank you.

The execution changes, but the underlying 
idea is remarkably consistent:  Turn a piece of 
paper into something that feels like 
recognition.



Personalized Recognition

Personalization changes the certificate 
from a generic insert into something 
created specifically for the recipient.

Both of these examples use the familiar 
visual language of an award—borders, 
formal typography, signatures and the 
recipient's name—to give the piece a 
sense of importance.

Personalization doesn't always have to 
live in the appeal. It can also turn a 
relatively simple involvement or 
recognition device into something that 
feels specifically created for the donor.



Static to Interactive

A certificate doesn't have to be passive.  This package includes a gold foil embossed seal on the reply device. 
The donor is instructed to remove the seal and attach it to the certificate before returning the gift.  It's a very 
simple action, but it changes the certificate from something the donor simply receives into something they 
help complete.  The involvement device becomes part of the recognition device.



Recognition Doesn’t Have to 
Be Elaborate

Recognition doesn't have to require an 
elaborate format.

This 5" × 7" Chesapeake Bay Foundation 
certificate uses personalization, formal 
typography and carefully chosen language 
to recognize the recipient as a Chesapeake 
Leader.

The language goes beyond thanking the 
donor for a gift. It recognizes generosity, 
leadership and commitment to the cause.

The value comes from what the 
organization says about the donor—not 
from the cost or complexity of the piece.



From Recognition to 
Involvement

Heifer takes a slightly different approach with a 
Certificate of Nomination.

Instead of simply recognizing past support, the 
language suggests that the recipient has been 
selected because of their leadership and 
commitment.

It's a subtle shift, but it changes the role of the 
piece from acknowledgment to involvement.

The device may be familiar. The language 
determines the role you're asking the donor to 
play.



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

Make individual components work harder.
A calendar can introduce monthly giving. A fold can create additional 
storytelling space. A certificate can create recognition or involvement. Look 
beyond what a component is and consider what else it can do.

Think about the experience beyond a single mailpiece.
The Virginia Tech example moves from social acquisition through 
acknowledgment, premium fulfillment and welcome. Different channels 
and pieces can still feel like one continuous donor experience.

Small production choices can change the experience.
A flood tint, an integrated reply device, an unexpected fold or even the 
treatment of an indicia area can make a familiar format work differently.

Familiar techniques aren't necessarily tired techniques.
Calendars, premiums, certificates and involvement devices have been 
used in fundraising mail for decades. The opportunity is often in how they're 
connected to the message, donor or response.

The Production Perspective
This month's mail is a good reminder that innovation doesn't always mean 
inventing something new. Sometimes it's using a familiar format differently, 
asking an existing component to do more, or connecting individual pieces 
into a stronger overall experience.



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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