
Design First
WHEN ( A N D  H O W )  TO LET DESIGN ( A N D  N O T  C O P Y )  

DRIVE T H E  CREATIVE DEVELOPMENT 
OF YOU R NEXT M A R K E T I N G / F U N D R A I S I N G  PROJECT



About This 
Session
• What Is Design First

• Why Does It Matter

• When to Use It

• How it Works IRLR O B I N  P E R R Y
Vice President, Design & Corporate Marketing
Lautman Maska Neill & Co
rperry@lautmandc.com



What Is 
“Design 

First”



“Content First” vs. “Design First”

• A content-first approach takes the assets 
(package format, copy and images) you 
have, and builds a design around them.

• A design-first approach considers the 
client’s brand, the audience and the goals of 
the campaign, and chooses a style, a format 
and accompanying design elements that 
will best meet the goals. 

The layout is imagined with placeholder text 
and images that serve as a roadmap for copy 
writing and image sourcing.



H O W  Users Connect Makes a Difference



Why Does It Matter?



When It Comes To Direct Mail… Formats 
Are Fixed & Space Is Limited



And Donor Experience Matters

• Design-first thinking considers the entire donor 
experience from the time they first get the 
envelope in the mail, to making a gift (or whatever 
the call to action may be), and every interaction 
they have along the way.

• If the experience at each turn of the page hasn’t 
been accounted for the entire process hasn’t 
been designed with the donor in mind.



When To Use 
Design-First



Expecting the 
Expected

• Basic components that are 
standard issue, like letters and 
basic reply formats, can be 
content-first



Expecting the 
Expected

• Tried-and-true techniques 
or copy-heavy pieces, where 
design is not really a factor, 
can be content-first



Designing for a Purpose

• Newsletters

• Brochures

• Formats that are “revealing” and tell a story 
as the donor flips through pages or inserts 
within a mailing



How It Works

C A S E  S T U D I E S  O F  

“ D E S I G N - F I R S T ”  I N  A C T I O N



Redesigning 
Newsletters





FIRST STEPS:

Meet with 
Stakeholders to 
set design 
parameters 
/priorities

1
Talk about content 
and recurring 
topics

2
Decide who will be 
responsible for 
providing content 
going forward

3
Discuss and agree 
on a schedule*

4





Design Notes

4-page
newsletter 

11 x 17 
when opened

01
Less text heavy 
with more 
photos 
and infographics

02
“Clean”, less 
cluttered, with 
larger fonts for 
headlines, call 
outs, etc.

03
Avoid knock-out 
(white) text

04
Include more calls 
to action so that 
donors engage 
with NPF more

05



Recurring Content/Sections

Iconic National Park 
article (front cover)

Wildlife with a focus 
on popular animals 

like bison, bears, elk, 
coyote, bald eagles

(Inside article)

Wilderness (Inside 
Article) 

Park/Monument 
Spotlight – highlighting 

a smaller park or 
cultural landmark 

(Inside)

Planned Giving 
Promotion (Inside)

Hidden Park Series 
(Back Page)

Donor/Volunteer/Staff 
Member 

spotlight (back page)

Other ways to give – 
DAF, Stock, monthly 

giving (back page)



Design Options Presented







FIRST STEPS:

Meet with 
Stakeholders to 
set design 
parameters 
/priorities

1
Talk about content 
and recurring 
topics

2
Decide who will be 
responsible for 
providing content 
going forward

3
Discuss and agree 
on a schedule

4



Guidelines for Look & Feel

New approach:

• Lautman to copywrite and design 
newsletter through a fundraising, 
donor-centric lens.

• MarComms to curate content, 
bringing story and imagery ideas to each 
newsletter kick-off meeting.

• MarComms to review copy 
written by Lautman for accuracy.

Overall changes to look and feel:

• Masthead for more of a magazine look

• Consider NL name

• Too dense, need more white space, 
reduce content

• Increase font size

• More photography



Guidelines/Wishlist for Content

Content/Messaging Strategy:

• Increase focus on donor's role 
transforming lives

• Stories selection should seek to 
convey global scope of Americares 
work and tie to our three key areas: 

• Improving health (health services)

• Increasing access to medicine 
(medicine security)

• Responding to disasters 
(emergency response)

• Copy writing tone should be more 
accessible, emotional and 
interesting. Current tone is rather 
flat, informational, dry.

• Feature content on current 
seasonal fundraising campaign 
(i.e. Join our Spring Match)

• Present donor's impact and 
campaign goal in graphic/easy to 
scan method

• State clear fundraising call to action

• Rotating promotion to market other 
areas of program

• Include occasional partner/donor 
profile 

• AERP list of companies (currently 
required)

• CEO letter

• Do not need list of countries



Design Options Presented



More of 
How It Works

O T H E R  E X A M P L E S  O F

“ D E S I G N - F I R S T ”  I N  A C T I O N



When the 
Experience 
Matters



When You 
Just Have 
To See It 
To Believe It



Didn’t 
Quite Like 
That? 
Try This







When All is Said & Done…
Give Copywriters Direction



Provide 
Word Counts



Show What’s Needed 
Stylistically



Write Copy Direction Into Placeholder Text



Questions?
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