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Case Study: How the Greater Chicago Food Depository 
and Charity Dynamics Responded to COVID-19
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Charity Dynamics has partnered with the Greater Chicago Food Depository over the past 
four years on upgrading the organiza�on’s fundraising programs, including a crea�ve 
overhaul of campaign design and content, increased file segmenta�on and targeted 
messaging, and a fundraising plan marrying best prac�ces with flexibility. As a result, the 
Food Depository was able to respond quickly and efficiently to events surrounding the 
coronavirus pandemic in the spring of 2020.

The pandemic has been truly unprecedented in every way and has upended every facet of 
our lives. When COVID-19 necessitated stay-at-home orders in March, many businesses 
were forced to close, resul�ng in lost or furloughed jobs and hur�ng people’s ability to 
pay their bills and feed their families. Food banks like the Food Depository have been on 
the frontlines of COVID-19 response efforts since day one to ensure that everyone who 
needs food and assistance can receive it during this difficult �me.

Food Depository staff immediately rolled up their sleeves and jumped into the work of 
ge�ng food to those in need and providing valuable services, such as helping households 
apply for federal nutri�on and medical benefits. At the same �me, Charity Dynamics 
worked with the Food Depository to quickly pivot exis�ng fundraising plans to respond to 
the crisis at hand. Because of the cri�cal role the Food Depository has in mee�ng emer-
gency food needs in the Chicago area, people responded with tremendous generosity.

“In working with Charity Dynamics to further our strategic approach 
to upgrading our digital direct response program, we have seen 
significant revenue growth, par�cularly in digital efforts over the 
past four years, and have also strongly posi�oned ourselves to be 
able to respond immediately and effec�vely to the needs of our 

community during the coronavirus pandemic. 

In turn, the response to our calls for support during this �me have been tremendous 
and we are so grateful for how our community has pulled together to help feed those 
in need.”

Jill Zimmerman
Vice President of Development 

Greater Chicago Food Depository

Introduction
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During the four-year partnership 
between Charity Dynamics and the 
Food Depository, the organiza�on 
has significantly increased its digital 
revenues—up 178%—thanks in 
large part to online giving in 
support of the Food Depository’s 
COVID-19 response efforts. Digital 
growth was par�cularly accelerated 
at the end of fiscal year 2020 (year 
ending June 30) due to the 
overwhelming generosity of the 
community.

Through the end of FY20, funds had 
been raised across all channels — 
major gi�s, direct mail and online — 
with each cri�cal to the overall 
success of the organiza�on and its 
mission. Charity Dynamics worked 
with the Food Depository to amplify 
its digital fundraising efforts, with impressive results. 

Through a mul�channel campaign and communica�ons strategy, the Food 
Depository was able to raise more than $5.46 million in direct online gi�s in response 
to COVID-19 over a three and a half-month period. This includes #GivingTuesdayNow 
campaign dollars of $374,222 from nearly 2,000 dona�ons.  

Community response

Approximately 10% of donors 
made more than one gi� to 

COVID-19 response efforts in FY20. 
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These results present an incredible accomplishment, but it didn’t happen by accident. 
While the fundraising success was due in some part to the nature of the services the 
Food Depository provides, the organiza�on already had a strong presence in the 
community, which took years of hard work to accomplish. 

The Food Depository had invested in a strong digital program focused on best-in-class 
campaigns, sustainer growth and rela�onship building with key cons�tuent and donor 
groups. In short, when the coronavirus emergency hit, the organiza�on was well 
posi�oned to effec�vely get its message out and rally supporters.

Mul�ple elements played into the fundraising success the Food Depository saw during 
the last quarter of its fiscal year.

Key factors of the

covid-19 

emergency
response
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From day one of its pandemic response, the Food Depository pivoted quickly from 
exis�ng plans and campaigns to pull together a message about its emergency 
response to COVID-19. On Thursday, March 12, well before most organiza�ons, the 
Food Depository sent an email to supporters outlining its efforts.

The response was so incredible that on that Sunday, March 15, Charity Dynamics and 
the Food Depository sprang into ac�on to send a second email upda�ng its response 
and asking for support. 

This set the tone for future emails—�mely, straigh�orward and simple sends with 
real, relevant informa�on and asks for support. A robust communica�ons strategy 
followed.

The Food Depository understood its audience, and its message came from a place 
of empathy. Recognizing that everyone was affected in some way by the 
coronavirus pandemic, it made sure to consistently lead first with the needs of the 
community, followed with its response to those needs and finally with the ask for 
support.

speed, quality and frequency 
of updates to supporters 

Messaging Example:

We know the economic impact of COVID-19 will dramatically 
increase the need for food assistance across our community. 
The Food Depository is actively preparing to meet this 
increase in demand, but we need your help. 

If you are able, please make a gift to help fuel our response 
over the coming days and weeks.
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Email, social media, ads, blog posts, 
news coverage, media partnerships and 
strong website marke�ng efforts all 
worked together to ensure that the Food 
Depository was front and center 
everywhere people looked online.

Email Communications

The cadence of email picked up during 
the height of the pandemic. Updates 
were provided that spoke to the different 
ways the Food Depository con�nued to 
respond throughout the crisis.

Website Marketing

The Food Depository received significant media coverage during the crisis with all 
media men�ons driving people to the organiza�on’s website to donate. Thus, it was 
impera�ve that the site have an easy way to direct visitors to give. A simple lightbox 
served this purpose, providing paths for site visitors to find food and to make a gi�.

The wide range of 
Communication channels 
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Social Media

The Food Depository updated social 
channels frequently with a good mix of 
content that spanned asks for support, 
messages of thanks and informa�on and 
updates. 

Asks for support included 
organiza�on-driven Facebook 
Fundraisers, asks directly through the 
Facebook and Instagram pla�orms and 
asks directed back to the organiza�on’s 
website.

Most successful: The Food Depository’s 
COVID-19 Facebook Fundraiser raised 
over $65,000. 

The wide range of 
Communication channels
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Blog

The Food Depository’s blog provided a steady stream of content across its digital 
channels. During the COVID-19 �meframe, traffic was up, and the blog directly 
influenced 464 gi�s toward response efforts, totaling $114,000.

The wide range of 
Communication channels
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Charity Dynamics also worked with the Food Depository over the past four years on 
accelera�ng the growth of the organiza�on’s monthly giving program—Partners for 
All Seasons. This was achieved using the following tools:

• Dedicated invita�on campaigns
• Implementa�on of an intercept lightbox program that offers one-�me donors an 

immediate opportunity to convert to a monthly donor
• Implementa�on of a seamless user experience that offers current sustainers the 

opportunity to easily upgrade their monthly giving amount 

Since FY16, monthly giving has 
grown from $764,000 annually to 
more than $1.356 million—an 
increase of 77%.

FY20 in par�cular saw the largest 
increase (24%) in year-over-year 
sustainer revenue. More 
important, the monthly donor file 
grew 44% during FY20, which 
bodes well for con�nued success 
of this program and an even larger 
stream of steady, predictable income for the Food Depository.

Most of the increase in sustainers for FY20 came in response to COVID-19, which 
generated 41% of all new monthly donors for the fiscal year.

A continued focus on sustainers
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From city council members to 
local businesses to Social 
Ambassadors (more on that 
later), various groups 
throughout the Food 
Depository’s community were 
engaged to help spread the 
word about the organiza�on’s 
response to COVID-19 and rally 
their own networks to support 
the mission.

Former President Barack 
Obama even joined a Zoom 
call with the Food Depository’s 
network of food pantries, soup 
kitchens and shelters to 
provide encouragement and 
support! 

Leveraging social influencers
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The Food Depository partnered with Univision 
to reach the Spanish-speaking community. 

Content was translated into Spanish where 
possible, and dona�on forms in par�cular 
were translated to ensure that the en�re 
donor experience was seamless from start to 
finish. 

Outreach to the 
Spanish-speaking community
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Charity Dynamics partnered with the Food 
Depository to launch a Social Ambassadors 
program focused on recrui�ng a group of 
dedicated supporters to share and promote the 
organiza�on’s content online. Launching the 
Social Ambassadors program during the 
pandemic allowed people to support the Food 
Depository when they were ac�vely looking for 
ways to help. 

The fact that everyone was online, at home and 
on social media made the Social Ambassadors 
program the perfect volunteer opportunity. The 
first ac�on the group was asked to take was to 
share a post on social media about the 
organiza�on’s COVID-19 response. This set the 
stage for future asks to share, as well as 
involvement in the #GivingTuesdayNow 
campaign.

The Social Ambassadors program ini�ally was 
planned to launch during Na�onal Volunteer 
Week in May. In an example of how nimbleness 
can pay off, par�cularly in a crisis situa�on, 
Charity Dynamics modified the messaging for the 
Social Ambassadors campaign to �e in to the 
Food Depository’s COVID-19 response, making 
the call to join the group even stronger than the 
ini�al message.

Launching the Food 
Depository Social Ambassadors 
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The Food Depository sent two 
recruitment emails to its supporter file 
asking them to join this new and 
important group. Both messages had 
high open and click-through rates that 
averaged 25.13% and 3.05%, 
respec�vely.

The group quickly made an impact. In a 
li�le over a month’s �me — from the 
launch of the group on April 2 through 
the #GivingTuesdayNow campaign on 
May 5 — the group:

• Grew to more than 900 opted-in 
members — and coun�ng.

• Gave 335 gi�s totaling $67,306 
(including online dona�ons and 
exis�ng sustainer payments).

• Generated new support, with 107 
members (13%) making their first 
online gi� to the Food Depository.

Launching the Food 
Depository Social Ambassadors
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maximizing

#givingtuesdaynow
(#GTN)
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In response to COVID-19, GivingTuesday.org stepped up and announced it was 
leading #GivingTuesdayNow, a global movement held May 5 to support pandemic 
response efforts. 

Charity Dynamics worked with the Food Depository to launch a mul�channel 
campaign strategy in record �me that raised more than $374,000 toward the 
organiza�on’s response efforts. In addi�on, the #GivingTuesdayNow campaign served 
as the first major opportunity for Social Ambassadors to lend a hand.

The campaign pushed the Food Depository’s message through social media, email 
and site marke�ng efforts. A $1 for $1 match was leveraged across the campaign, 
including a special bonus gi� from Humana that would be unlocked if the fundraising 
goal was met (and it was). 

Social Ambassadors were asked in advance and on the day of to take ac�ons such as 
sharing social posts, raising funds on Facebook, forwarding emails and making their 
own dona�ons—10% of members made a gi� to the #GivingTuesdayNow campaign.

Key factors of the #GTN 
campaign

1,987 
Dona�ons

OVER $374k
Raised

40% First-Time
Donors
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Social

The #GivingTuesday-
Now branding was 
incorporated into 
social images that 
highlighted and 
thanked everyone 
who had done so 
much to support the 
Food Depository 
during the 
COVID-19 crisis.

Site Marketing

Charity Dynamics extended 
the #GivingTuesdayNow mes-
sage to the already very suc-
cessful COVID-19 response 
lightbox. 

The wide range of 
communication channels
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Email

The top performing channel of the 
#GivingTuesdayNow campaign was 
email, which produced 55% of total 
gi�s and 47% of total revenue. The 
Social Ambassadors group had an aver-
age open rate of almost 50% and a 
click-through rate of 12.8%.

the wide range of 
communication channels
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Amid the COVID-19 pandemic, people have come together to do extraordinary 
things, as perfectly illustrated by the emergency response provided by the Greater 
Chicago Food Depository. 

Thanks to its preparedness leading into the crisis and the strategies and agility em-
ployed during the crisis in the online space, the Food Depository was be�er able to 
support those in need during this cri�cal �me.

As the pandemic con�nues to unfold and we move into 2021, the best prac�ces 
outlined in this case study will con�nue to apply—and can apply to every nonprofit. 

• Building a strong sustainer program that can provide a dependable stream of 
revenue and the opportunity to deepen your rela�onship with some of your most 
dedicated donors.

• Establishing a group of loyal social ambassadors who can be called upon to share 
your message, help break through the noise and bring new supporters to your 
cause.

• Staying nimble and sharing relevant and �mely updates about the need, your 
response to that need, and how a gi� can help—across the channels that best 
align to your target audiences.

These are the components of a winning formula that can equal digital fundraising 
success.   

Tara Mermis
Principal Consultant, Charity Dynamics

Conclusion
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About Charity Dynamics

Charity Dynamics delivers what nonprofits need to fulfill their 
missions: more awareness, supporters, engagement and dona�ons. 

Our solu�ons include P2P program services, professional event 
support, and the leading mobile and social fundraising app, 

Boundless Fundraising™. 

At Charity Dynamics, our mission is to fulfill yours.

info@charitydynamics.com
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