
THE IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON  
INDIVIDUAL GIVING – PART 4



THRIVING IN AN EVER-CHANGING 
LANDSCAPE

It’s been a year since we were first impacted by the news of the spreading 
virus around the world.  Looking back, it’s hard to imagine life as it was 
back then, and it’s difficult to know what it will look like in the months 
ahead of us with changing goal posts becoming standard.

WE HAVE LEARNT, PARTICULARLY 
OVER THE LAST QUARTER, JUST HOW 
CHANGEABLE THINGS STILL ARE 
WITH THE LAST-MINUTE CHANGES TO 
CHRISTMAS PLANS AND THE RETURN TO 
LOCKDOWN AND HOME SCHOOLING.
Although the vaccine programme is rolling out, the constantly changing 
DNA of the vaccine means we must always be ready to adapt, to innovate, 
to learn from the last few months, and always be ready to respond to 
what is happening around us to ensure charities can continue to support 
their causes.

Demand for services remains high, and the challenge of the fundraising 
community even higher to try and meet the funding requirement to meet 
those demands.

The fundraising community are facing many 
questions, including:

  What is still working? What can we  
lean on when we need funds fast or 
when something changes that we need 
to respond to?   

  What can we rely on to keep the money 
coming in to offset the losses we still 
face with no events, face-to-face or 
retail income?  

  What have we learnt works in times of 
emergency? What new innovations or 
adaptations can we turn to?  

  How do we ensure we’re always ready 
to face the changes and keep our 
charities doing what they should  
be doing?

  How do we protect our long-term 
income as well as provide additional 
short-term funds?
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WE MUST 
ALWAYS BE 
READY TO 
ADAPT, TO 
INNOVATE,  

AND RESPOND

WHAT THIS REPORT  
CAN TELL YOU

This fourth report in the Impact of COVID-19 on Individual 
Giving series explores how the pandemic has affected 
individual giving over the last year. Nearly one year on from 
when the pandemic hit, we update our findings through to the 
end of January, taking a full view of the Christmas campaigns.

What can we learn about individual giving in the UK to support 
our charities in their decision making, and help them ensure 
they can always be ready to respond to the changing world 
around us and maintain important funds into the charity?

In this report we will explore:

  Giving behaviour in cash appeals and regular giving 
enabling you to benchmark your activity against over 175 
national campaigns1  

  Trends and patterns emerging from the sector supporting 
your ongoing decision making as we continue into 2021

1 This report utilises a controlled set of data to ensure robust results. In total the data includes a total of 40 clients, 175 campaigns, involving 

over 15.7 million mailing volume raising nearly £40M income, plus digital and press channels and regular gifts. Aggregated and anonymised 

data has been used from Woods Valldata charity clients. Data is not included where it is neither comparable to an equal campaign or data set 

2019/2020 or is not part of an emergency appeal or relevant regular giving data set in 2020/21.
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QUICK  
OVERVIEW

  The Christmas campaigns  
and emergency appeals see  
a continued rise in response  
and gift

  Online response is a little 
lower than in previous reports. 
Christmas responses are likely  
to be more traditional givers 

  There’s still a place for 
emergency appeals, and 
supporters respond when asked

  Direct Debit (DD) retention is 
particularly strong throughout 
Christmas and into January 
positively breaking from 
previous acquisition curves 

INDIVIDUAL GIVING 
HAS SUSTAINED AND 

EXCEEDED PERFORMANCE 
EXPECTATIONS OVER 
THE LAST 12 MONTHS 
AND APPEARS SET TO 

REMAIN A VITAL INCOME 
GENERATION STREAM  

FOR CHARITIES
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CASH CAMPAIGNS
Throughout these reports we have seen growth continue to rise for cash campaigns. Now looking at 
the total 12 months (February 2020 to January 2021) compared to the 12 months prior we can see 
sustained uplift since the pandemic began. Christmas campaigns tend to be the highest performing 
cash campaigns and this has continued giving us overall continued uplifts against previous years.   

The year effect is a rise in response rate of 15% compared to the previous 12 months (from 10.8% in 
2019 to 12.4% in 2020). 

Average gifts have increased by 9% vs the previous year from an average of £20.84 to £22.682.

RESPONSE 
REMAINS 
HIGH 
ACROSS  

THE YEAR

2 Over the period of February 2020 through to the end of January 2021, we have reviewed 152 like-for-like campaigns across 2019 and 2020 which equates to over 12-million mail pieces raising 

over £32 million in income. Alongside this, we have looked at 23 emergency appeals, involving 3.3 million mail pieces and over £7 million in income.

*No emergency appeals in Aug-Oct.

Comparisons Feb  20- April 20 Feb 20 - July 20 Feb 20 – Oct 20 Feb 20 – Jan 21

Response vs forecast (all 
campaigns)

25% uplift 32% uplift 28% uplift 21% uplift

Response vs previous 12 
months (BAU campaigns)

Static response rate 
year-on-year (YOY)

12% uplift 15% uplift 15% uplift

Average gift vs previous 12 
months (BAU campaigns)

5% uplift 20% uplift 11% uplift 9% uplift

Feb  20- April 20 Feb 20 - July 20 Nov 20 – Jan 21

Response vs forecast 
(emergency appeals)*

40% uplift 61% uplift n/a 11% uplift

Average gift vs forecast 
(emergency appeals)*

57% uplift against 
forecast

50% uplift n/a 74% uplift
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RESPONSE  
AND AVERAGE GIFT 

EXCEED  
LAST YEAR

Results following Christmas are heartening against the backdrop 
of reduced fundraising opportunities, economic difficulty and 
rising redundancies and unemployment. 

Response rates have seen a 1.6 percentage point increase in the 
last 12 months compared to the 12 months previous, and average 
gift has increased by £1.84, that’s over 8% more. The fear of donor 
fatigue has still not transpired and we expect that these uplifted 
results will be sustained to the longer term. 

Cash Individual Giving – Average GiftCash Individual Giving – Response Rates
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Response rate and average gift are both higher this year compared to the same period last year.  This is 
interesting as we saw larger warm volumes year-on-year for some charities as they extended their data 
selections out slightly to wider audiences taking advantage of strong response to individual giving asks.  
The fact that response rates and gifts have remained higher than last year with less responsive data sets is 
further testament to the strength of the Christmas campaigns. 

10.34% HIGHER  
RESPONSE RATES  

FOR CHRISTMAS CAMPAIGNS 
COMPARED TO LAST YEAR

Cash Individual Gift – Average GiftCash Individual Gift – Response Rates
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With the results in this Impact of COVID-19 in Individual Giving series 
now spanning a whole year’s worth of campaigns, we wanted to 
take a deeper dive into each quarter and explore how they have 
performed across the year.

It’s clear to see the peak over the Christmas campaign period 
continuing the upward trend in response since summer with a  
22% uplift this quarter compared to previous. 

Interestingly the average gift, although strong over the Christmas 
period, is not as high as it was throughout May/June/July when we 
saw very strong gifts. This is perhaps a peak point for those that 
gave: giving higher amounts to health-based charities in response to 
what was going on around us. Or it could be due to the warm data 
selections involved in Christmas campaigns. 

Overall Response Rates by Quarter Average Gift by Quarter

QUARTER COMPARISONS:  
RESPONSE RATES  

ON THE RISE
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THE 
BALANCE 

OF POSTAL  
AND 

ONLINE

Throughout the year we have seen an upward trend in our online 
responses.  Although still small in real terms, online response to 
traditionally postal-response products has been tracking all year at a 
significantly higher rate compared to last year. February to October the 
rise was nearly 71% vs 2019. 

For the Christmas period, however, we have seen a drop down to 60% on 
last year.  This would suggest that Christmas, a peak time for response, 
is uplifted in more traditional direct mail responsive givers.  

As you can see from the charts, the numbers remain very small, and 
lower than the 1-2% online that we’ve seen across the year until now.  

Postal & Online Responses

Feb 19  
- Jan 20

  Postal Response   Website

Feb 20 
- Jan 21

99.5%

0.8%0.5%

99.2%
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Feb - Jan: Average Gift by Charity TypeFeb - Jan: Response Rates by Charity Type

The trend for increased support for health charities and charities 
helping those in need is continuing.  The sense of need by charities 
caring for our sick in these times still appears to be the key driver 
for many supporters compared to the same period last year.  Gifts 
are strong across the board with the largest increase (18.6%) seen in 
Human Services charities.

Response rates for Health and Human Services charities increased 
by 2.4 and 0.26 percentage points respectively where Animal and 
International charities decreased by 0.62 and 0.67 points.

HEALTH CHARITIES STILL 

OUTPERFORMING 
OTHER CHARITY TYPES
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INTERNATIONAL 
GIVING ON THE 

RISE
VS LAST YEAR

Looking at the last 3 months by charity type 
we can see health charities have definitely 
outperformed last year by response (2.84 
percentage points) and average gift (4.95%). 
Response rates for other charities types have 
declined slightly, whilst average gifts have all 
increased. What is interesting is the average 
gift for Animal and International charities 
showing a significant increase of 6.4% and 
6.25% respectively compared to other charity 
types where increases were below 5%.

Nov - Jan: Response Rates by Charity Type

Nov - Jan: Average Gift by Charity Type
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Christmas 2020 Emergency Appeal Average GiftChristmas 2020 Emergency Appeal Response Rate

We saw a raft of emergency appeals throughout the Spring and 
early Summer in response to the initial pandemic to generate much 
needed funds.  As we approached the Christmas period and further 
lockdowns specific emergency COVID-19 appeals came into play 
once again.  These specific and targeted asks once again generated 
a strong response from the public.  Response rates increased by 11% 
against even informed forecasting and average gifts rocketed up by 
74% against the expected average.

EMERGENCY  
APPEALS REMAIN 

RELEVANT
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THE FULL YEAR EFFECT OF COVID-19 ON CASH 
CAMPAIGNS IS A POSITIVE ONE. GIVING HAS 
PERFORMED WELL ACROSS EACH QUARTER 
SHOWING DIRECT MAIL CONTINUES TO BE A 

SUSTAINABLE FORM OF FUNDRAISING.
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REGULAR  
GIVING

Regular giving has remained strong for 
charities during 2020. The cancellation 
percentage is down 52% in 2020 vs 2019 which 
means we are seeing a much lower cancellation 
rate overall over the last year compared to 
previous.  

We have a percentage cancellation rate of 
12.82% this year compared to 27.15% in the 
same time frame last year.  

The peak of Direct Debit (DD) cancellations since the pandemic was announced 
was in February and March 2020, we then saw cancellations plateau up until 
October.  In this last quarter we have seen a typical slow down in cancellations 
to December and a rise back up again January.  The significant rise we normally 
see in January of around 2% has not transpired this year, however, as we revert 
to a similar level of cancellations experienced throughout most of last year. 

DIRECT DEBIT CANCELLATION  
RATES DOWN 52% YOY  

DD Cancellations

DD Cancellations Feb 2020 - Jan 2021
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DIRECT DEBIT 
CANCELLATIONS 

LOWER THAN 
ACQUISITION

Our observations for December and January are 
further demonstrated as we compare acquisition and 
cancellations.  In the most part, cancellations have been 
tracking the rise and fall of acquisition rates. However, 
comparable to the summer months, we see a big dip 
down in December and a slower rise in January despite 
acquisition being on the increase throughout November, 
December and January.

The desire to help and support remains strong in 
regular giving with exciting signs of acquisition picking 
back up despite the ongoing difficulties in face-to-face. 
Digital initiatives, DRTV and other alternatives are 
taking hold potentially with lower attrition rates.

Cancellations & New DD’s Feb 2020 - Jan 2021

ALTERNATIVE 
REGULAR 

GIVING 
ACQUISITION 

CHANNELS ARE 
SEEMINGLY 
REDUCING 

ATTRITION IF 
NOT SUPPLYING 

THE VOLUMES 
SEEN PRE-
PANDEMIC
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EVEN WITH THE LIMITATIONS ON DOOR-TO-DOOR AND 
PRIVATE SITE FACE-TO-FACE FUNDRAISING, REGULAR 

GIVING RETENTION RATES HAVE NEVER BEEN STRONGER 
SHOWING CHARITY INITIATIVES INTO ALTERNATIVE 

CHANNELS ARE WORKING IN VALUE IF NOT YET IN VOLUME.
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ALWAYS READY

With a year under our belts and 2021 in full swing, what are the 
latest learnings to take forward into our fundraising planning?

There is a sense that the new ideas and ways of doing things are 
settling in to a new normal, even if that normal is centred around 
an ability to change and adapt quickly. 

This report shows that even though charities are future-proofing 
their fundraising, traditional campaigns are still delivering.  We 
can see that individual giving is robust and offers a way to help 
offset other losses from restricted channels.  

The tried and tested approaches work alongside. Knowing this 
gives us a strong base and a tried and tested mechanism to rely 
on. Changing message, tone and content to reflect the mood 
and circumstances of the world and our supporters is the key to 
being always ready.

It remains  
clear that people 
want to help and 
they will give  
if we ask

The  
agility and  
readiness to change  
in the charity  
community has 
delivered  
returns

Channel  
availability  
is not a given – 
diversification and 
channel innovation  
is  working

An  
increased  
focus on retention  
by charities is keeping  
supporters  
giving
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KEY ACTIONS

KEEP ASKING 
Many charities have mailed additional data segments 
in this last quarter as well as investing in cold data, 
door drops and partially addressed mail.  

ADAPT YOUR MESSAGE 
In March 2020 we had to drop our planned campaign messages and create new, 
relevant content which resonated to the circumstances our supporters found 
themselves in right now. The result: people gave at higher levels than ever before. 

KEEP YOUR INNOVATIVE SPIRIT 
The fundraising community has had to adapt and explore new ways 
to give. Keep your innovative spirit alive looking at new channels and 
approaches as well as how to evolve existing programmes. 

RETAIN WHAT WORKS AND BUILD FROM THERE 
Build on your learnings from 2020 and what has worked. Analyse approaches 
and strategies, tests and channels and apply them and build on them for 2021 
providing a solid base for your ongoing planning.

EMBRACE NEW AND OLD SUPPORTERS 
Your supporter base may have evolved over the last 12 months as more people have 
been encouraged to give. Explore how you can adapt your supporter journey to 
match different needs and retain these new, and old, supporters post-pandemic. 

1

3

5

2

4
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LEADING THE WAY IN 
FUNDRAISING SERVICES
With decades of experience response handling 
campaigns for some of the UK’s largest charities, 
Woods Valldata is in a unique position to shed light in 
these uncertain and unprecedented times.

Over 75 active charity clients.

7M Direct Debits claimed per year.

£100M cash donations handled per year.

Our purpose is to help charities raise more funds for 
their causes.

Our Values

WE ARE ONE TEAM. 

WE STRIVE FOR THE HIGHEST STANDARDS. 

WE TAKE OWNERSHIP. 

WE BELIEVE IN OUR PEOPLE.

WE SHOW INTEGRITY.
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We’d love to help you. Contact Emma for a chat about your programmes 
and where we can help:

Lansdowne House, Bumpers Way, Chippenham SN14 6NG 
T 01249 653444  E charities@woodsvalldata.co.uk

www.woodsvalldata.co.uk

GET IN TOUCH

Want more like this?  
 
Sign up to our newsletter for more news from Woods Valldata

Follow us on LinkedIn

07736 905114
emma.corbett@woodsvalldata.co.uk
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