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“I will do anything you want me to do, except ask 
for money.”

How often have you heard variations of that 
sentiment from executive directors, board members and 
other volunteers, including those who give generously 
themselves? And, truth be told, how often do even 
experienced fundraisers get solicitation jitters?

How making the ask—whether you find it exciting, 
excruciating or engaging—can be effective
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“It is more awkward for people to talk to  
each other about their money than about anything  
else, including sex,” says Brian Saber, president of 
Asking Matters (https://askingmatters.com) in South 
Orange, N.J. “We grew up being told not to talk  
about money and not to ask questions about  
people’s wealth.”

By Mary EllEn Collins
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Besides being uncomfortable with the subject, 
other reasons for trepidation around the fundraising 
process include fear of failure, lack of confidence in 
the organization or project and insufficient experience 
and training. Despite these roadblocks, many agree 
that although some individuals are just naturally more 
comfortable soliciting gifts, people can improve their 
skills and comfort level. All they need to do is learn and 
implement simple, effective strategies before, during and 
after the ask.

The Right Prospects
According to Saber, one of the most common 
mistakes fundraisers make is setting the bar too low for 
determining whom they will cultivate and solicit. “If 
you set out to cultivate everyone, you’ll cultivate no 
one,” he says. “A lot of development officers spend too 
much time with people who aren’t going to give.”

It is easy to get off track and keep seeing the people 
who are always open to a visit but who will not move 
you closer to your fundraising goal. Saber emphasizes 

the importance of focusing on the “right prospects” and 
credits consultant Kim Klein (www.kleinandroth.com) 
for identifying the three qualities that those prospects 
should possess. “She says they need to have ability, belief 
and contact,” he explains. “There isn’t enough time to 
see everyone. It has to be worth the time and effort.”

Development officers have strategies to determine 
giving ability and belief in the cause, but contact can 
present challenges, especially when working with people 
who are not familiar with the fundraising process. 
Well-meaning volunteers often think of “big names” 
as being logical prospects, regardless of whether there 
is a connection to the organization or a contact who 
can open the door. Saber recalls working in New York 
City for 17 years, when it was frequently suggested that 
he solicit former mayor Mike Bloomberg. “I didn’t 
know him, and neither did those who were doing the 
suggesting,” he says. It is possible that a well-known 
philanthropist may be a potential donor for your 
organization, but rather than indulge in pie-in-the-sky 
prospecting, focus on cultivating those who are more 

Philanthropic Motivators

Anne T. Melvin, J.D., director of training and 
education, alumni affairs and development at 
Harvard University in Cambridge, Mass., believes 
that you can bolster your solicitation success 
by understanding the things that motivate 
a donor to give and using them throughout 
the cultivation and solicitation processes. She 
explains the following factors from Yes! 50 
Scientifically Proven Ways to Be Persuasive 
by Noah J. Goldstein, Ph.D., Robert B. Cialdini, 
Ph.D., and Steve J. Martin.

Liking. You say yes to people you like. The 
more you like them, the more you want to say 
yes. “Be conscious of matching the donor’s 
body language and word choice. I’m an 
energetic, fast speaker, but I slow my speech 
down and lower my energy level to match that 
of a donor when necessary.”

Social proof. You look to what others do to 
guide your behavior. “This is why donor lists 
work. People see what others give and want 
their names in the same place. In a solicitation, 

you may say, ‘Bob and Jane are donating $1 
million. Will you do that, too?’”

Reciprocity. You feel obligated to return 
favors performed for you. “Giving small gifts or 
favors to donors at holiday time, for example, 
evokes a feeling of reciprocity.”

Commitment and consistency. You want to 
act consistently with your stated commitments 
and values. “If people make a small gift, they 
are more likely to make subsequent gifts. Thank 
donors for previous gifts, which reminds them 
of their commitment.”

Authority. You look for experts to show you 
the way. “If the development officer or volunteer 
is seen as an authority on your charity, that 
person is much more compelling. The donor is 
more likely to trust and believe and be swayed 
by someone in authority.”

Scarcity. The less available the resource, the 
more you want it. In a solicitation, make the 
opportunity scarce with a statement like “There is 
only one naming opportunity left at that level.”
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likely to meet the ability, belief and 
contact parameters.

Engaging a prospect over the 
long term takes time and attention 
and serves as a fact-finding phase. 
As your relationships develop, 
you learn what is important to 
prospective donors, what kinds 
of causes they support and what 
it is about your organization that 
resonates with them. And perhaps 
most important, you can learn 
what money means to them, 
says Laura Fredricks, founder 
and CEO of THE ASK (www.
expertontheask.com) in New 
York City.

“Preface your question with, 
‘To the extent that you feel 
comfortable,’ and then ask, ‘Can 
you share your first memory of 
giving back?’ You will find out 
what they are emotionally capable 
of giving. I’ve had top prospects 
say, ‘I’m a saver. I just can’t give 
the amount you’re asking for.’” To 
illustrate, she cites the example of a 
wealthy university alumnus whose 
entire family graduated from the 
school. He went to every game and 
loved the institution, and every 
time he was asked for any gift for 
any purpose, he gave $1,000.

“I finally asked him, ‘When you 
give $1,000, does it feel like $1 
million?’” Fredricks says. “And 
he said ‘Yes. I lived through the 
Depression.’ I asked permission to 
speak to his children, and he said, 
‘Yes, they’re not as tight as I am.’” 
She met with his children, who 
created a $25,000 scholarship in 
honor of their dad.

The moral of the story? “When 
we don’t get the gift, we beat 
ourselves up because we think we 
did something wrong,” Fredricks 
explains. “It may not be about us. 
It may be about what money and 
giving mean to the donor.”

Figure 1. 
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Style and Approach
You are accustomed to using traditional fundraising 
terms, but Marcy Heim, CFRE, president and founder 
of The Artful Asker (www.marcyheim.com) in 
Madison, Wis., suggests some changes in language that 
can provide a more positive context in which volunteers 
and staff can accomplish their goals. “We talk about 
someone being a ‘suspect’ until they’re a ‘prospect,’ 
at which time we ‘pitch’ them and then have to ‘close’ 
them,” she says. “Longtime consultant Douglas M. 
Lawson, Ph.D. (www.lawsonassociates.net), defined 
philanthropy as the mystical mingling of a joyous giver, 
an artful asker and a grateful recipient. Our thoughts, 
our mindset, our inner game generates our actions, our 
results and our success. The words we use power our 
thoughts. Are you even aware of your mind chatter 
around asking for money? We focus on the ‘how to’s’ 
instead of also equally addressing the major role our 

fears and our feelings about money and wealth play in 
our success. This language brings a wonderful new, 
positive foundation for talking about our role. It is a 
noble profession. We need to use the same vocabulary 
to donors’ faces as we do behind their backs when we 
are back in the office. This creates more giving success 
and joy in our work long term.”

Heim and colleague Don Gray redefine the 
fundraising cycle with cultivation as “creating the 
joyful giver,” solicitation as “making the artful ask” and 
stewardship as “invoking the grateful recipient.”

Development professionals agree on the importance 
of gathering as much information as possible about 
your prospects prior to soliciting them, but you can 
improve your fundraising efforts if you also spend some 
time getting to know your solicitors. Saber has created 
a three-minute online quiz that reveals how your 
personality traits determine your “Asking Style.” He 
has identified four styles (see Figure 1 on page 19):

n Rainmakers are analytic extroverts. They are 
driven and competitive; they are energized by 
interacting with others; and they base decisions on 
information analysis.

n Go-Getters are intuitive extroverts. They are 
passionate, enthusiastic and friendly; their energy 
draws people to them; and they base decisions on 
intuition.

n Kindred Spirits are intuitive introverts. They are 
private and thoughtful; they connect to donors 
through deep commitment; and they base decisions 
on instinct.

n Mission Controllers are analytic introverts. 
They are objective and thoughtful; they are good 
listeners and observers; and they base decisions on 
information gathering and analysis.

The test reveals your primary and secondary asking 
styles, as well as the strengths and challenges associated 
with each. These insights into what makes you, your 
colleagues and your volunteers tick can guide you in 
mapping out solicitation strategies. “Everyone should 
know their own style,” Saber says. “No matter how 
long you’ve been in the business, you will probably 
learn something about yourself.”

Organization, 
Structure, Focus

Laura Fredricks, founder and CEO of  
THE ASK in New York City, offers a  
five-step process for any ask:

1. Know exactly what you want, with 
numbers and dates.

2. Prepare for the conversation,  
including writing down 15 responses 
you may get.

3. Deliver the ask with confidence.

4. Clarify the response, and reiterate 
what you think you heard a donor say. 

5. Plan your next move.

It also makes you reflect on previous conversations because 
donors leave clues, and we miss every one of them!
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It makes sense to capitalize on people’s strengths 
and consider personal style when assigning prospects 
to staff members and volunteers. Fredricks suggests 
sitting down with each person and asking him or her to 
describe the person he or she would like to solicit. “It 
won’t necessarily be someone just like them,” she says. 
“Don’t assume that business executives on the board 
want to ask other executives. They might enjoy talking 
to someone different from themselves. And ask them, 
‘What level gift are you most comfortable asking for?’ 
It’s the same with staff. You don’t necessarily need  
to match job level with the level of gift they’re  
asking for.”

Practice Makes Perfect
Development professionals agree that you must  
go into a solicitation visit knowing exactly 
what you are going to ask for, and 
they believe in the importance of 
practicing what you’re going 
to say. “Write it down,” 
Fredricks advises. “Read it 
out loud. Tape yourself 
so you can hear how 
you sound and see how 
you look.” She also 
suggests writing down 
at least 15 possible 
responses you may 
receive. “That helps 
you mentally prepare 
for what the person 
will say. It also makes 
you reflect on previous 
conversations because donors 
leave clues, and we miss every 
one of them! If you reflect on the 
topics, focus and emotion  
of previous conversations, you will have a 
very good idea of what the person’s response will be. 
Writing it down gives you that added layer of security  
and preparation.”

As for the ask itself, Heim recommends using  
a three-sentence formula. “A confused donor doesn’t 
give. I created this for major-gift work, but it can be 
used for other asks, such as annual fund or requests to 
serve on the board. I have used it for a $25 ask and a 
$25 million ask.” She explains the three sentences  
this way:

1. Give an authentic compliment on the person’s 
connection to the organization, his or her service 
or past giving, i.e., “You have been a leader in our 
mental health initiative since the beginning.”

2. Give a statement that indicates the person’s special 
connection to a project or appreciation of the 
effect the gift will have, i.e., “You understand from 
your own experience how deeply mental health 
issues impact a family.”

3. Make the ask, i.e., “Would you consider a gift of 
$100,000 for the new outpatient mental health 
center?” Then silence.

Heim points out that all of these sentences are 
donor-focused. “Some people will say, ‘We’ve done this, 
and we’ve done that.’ It’s I, I, I. It’s all about them. The 

ask should be about you, you, you.” She, 
too, writes out every ask and practices 

it ahead of time. “I’m not asking 
people to script the entire visit, 

but when you’re at that 
point of making the ask, 

you need to know exactly 
what you’re going to say. 
Don’t wing it.”

Practice, and the 
three-sentence formula 
will help with one of 
the most common 
solicitation problems, 
which Fredricks calls 

“over-asking the ask.” 
“We don’t have to give 

prospects the equivalent 
of a Harry Potter novel. 

The more you talk, the more 
confused they get. Keep it simple. 

The average brain can’t remember 
more than three things at one time—two 

statements and a question.”
However, “over-asking the ask” is just one mistake  

to avoid.
One critical component of the ask is knowing 

when to be quiet, according to Anne T. Melvin, J.D., 
director of training and education, alumni affairs and 
development at Harvard University (www.harvard.
edu) in Cambridge, Mass. “Common mistakes that 
people make include ‘stepping on the ask,’ or saying 
the dollar amount at the beginning or the middle 
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instead of at the end, and then continuing to talk. A 
corollary to that is not being quiet after the dollar 
amount is on the table. People keep talking, so the 
donor doesn’t have time to say no, or they make the 
ask and then the conversation wanders away and they 
never get a yes or no. And sometimes they skirt around 
the ask and wait until the end to do what we call the 
‘doorknob disclosure.’ They wait until the last possible 
moment to ask, and then there’s no time to discuss it.”

If a donor’s answer is somewhere between yes  
and no, Saber says, the next communication has to  
be in the asker’s court. “If the donor says, ‘Can I get 
back to you?’ reply, ‘Why don’t I follow up with you  
in two weeks?’ You must always have the next step 
figured out.”

And planning for a negative response is just as 
important as planning the ask.

Planning for No
“After a ‘no’ or a ‘maybe’ from a donor, the first thing 
you say must be a question, not a statement,” Melvin 
says. “Don’t offer to come back with more information. 
If the donor is waffling and you say you will get more 
information, that’s the development officer’s way of 
postponing the no. It turns a solicitation back into a 
cultivation. Ask general, open-ended questions like 
‘What are your concerns?’ and ‘What factors are you 
weighing?’ so you can address their specific issues.”

Melvin uses the acronym PITA to represent the 
things that keep a donor from saying yes. “You need to 
find out if it’s the project, the institution, the timing or 
the amount. For example, if the person says, ‘I already 
have a pretty large commitment to the symphony to 
pay for,’ you can say, ‘I understand. Let me remind you 
that you will have a three-to-five-year window to pay 
off this gift.’”

Even if you receive what sounds like a final no, 
Fredricks says, “No now does not mean no later. I 
would say, ‘Thank you so much. Life is long, and we 
will do everything we can to keep you engaged and 
hopefully change your mind.’ Until you hear, ‘No, go 
away. I never want to see you again,’ I don’t treat it as 
a lost cause.”

To make her point, Fredricks shares the example 
of asking a trustee for a $1 million campaign gift. 
“He said he could only do $500,000, and I asked 
what we needed to accomplish together so that he 
would consider the additional $500,000 later on. He 
said, ‘I’m comfortable with $500,000. Let’s see what 
happens, but this is all it’s going to be.’ Nine months 
later, he came to me and said he loved the progress we 
were making and the fact that he felt included and not 
dismissed. He made the remaining $500,000 gift!”

Board Members As Askers
Board membership typically comes with a built-in 
expectation of fundraising, but the prospect of asking 
for a gift causes anxiety for many board members, 
including successful executives who may even work 
in the financial field. “It’s the fear of being rejected. 
It affects your sense of self-worth,” Melvin explains. 
“It’s even harder for a powerful corporate type. When 
a board member asks a friend or business contact, 
rejection means loss of power and status.”

Even when board members are willing to solicit 
people they know, Saber believes there is a downside 
to that strategy. “Almost every organization is going 
about this the wrong way,” he says. “They’re asking 
board members to hand over their lists. Then they have 
to hit up their friends, which often leads to quid pro 
quo giving, and that’s a terrible way to fundraise. When 
the board member leaves, those gifts leave because 
those people are tied only to the board member, not 
the organization.”

And although you may have an existing pool  
of prospects for board members to approach, how do 
you know who your best volunteer solicitors will be? 
Fredricks suggests several questions that will put you 
on the right track. “Get board members to tell their 
story,” she advises. “Ask, ‘Why do you serve on this 
board? Where are we on your list of priorities?’ You’re 
not going to get engagement from people who say 
your organization is number four, five or six on  
their list.”

She also recommends learning how your askers feel 
about money. “Whenever I ask a roomful of people, 

Until you hear, ‘No, go away. I never want to see you again,’  
I don’t treat it as a lost cause.
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Resources and Additional Reading

Take the free three-minute quiz test to determine  
your Asking Style at https://askingmatters.com/ 
find-your-style.

To obtain a copy of The Artful Ask worksheet, visit 
http://marcyheim.com/making-an-artful-ask.

Asking: A 59-Minute Guide to Everything Board 
Members, Volunteers and Staff Must Know to Secure 
the Gift, newly revised edition, by Jerold Panas 
(Emerson & Church Publishers, 2013), paperback,  
109 pages

The Ask: How to Ask for Support for Your Nonprofit 
Cause, Creative Project, or Business Venture, second 
edition, by Laura Fredricks (Jossey-Bass, 2010), 
hardcover, 272 pages

Empowering Your Board to Serve as Effective 
Development Ambassadors by Marcy Heim, CFRE 
(2011), paperback, 74 pages

Pre-Suasion: A Revolutionary Way to Influence and 
Persuade by Robert B. Cialdini, Ph.D. (Simon & 
Schuster, 2016), hardcover, 432 pages

Yes! 50 Scientifically Proven Ways to Be Persuasive 
by Robert B. Cialdini, Ph.D., Noah J. Goldstein, Ph.D., 
and Steve J. Martin, reprint edition (Free Press, 2009), 
paperback, 272 pages

‘What do you think of when you hear the word 
money?’ they always sort into two groups,” Fredricks 
says. “One group says things like ‘debt, obligation, my 
kids’ tuition, working until I die.’ The other group 
says things like ‘opportunity, success, freedom, my 
future.’ It is pretty evident which people will go into 
fundraising with a more positive approach.”

Rather than force the fundraising role on all board 
members, assess their skills and attitude. Train and 
practice with those who are comfortable and willing to 
put on the fundraising hat, and pair others with a stellar 
solicitor who can handle the ask. Those strategies 
should help you avoid asks like the one Heim describes 
as a great example of doing everything wrong. She and 
a board member went to visit the parents of a child 
who had participated in an organization’s programs. 
“The call was to introduce the campaign and gauge 
interest,” she recalls. “I was planning to ask if they’d 
like to continue the conversation and meet again to 
explore this. I did have a three-sentence ask prepared 
and had shared this with the board member so that he 
knew where I was eventually headed. In this call, he 
was simply to share his giving story.”

Then, thinking he was helping, the board member 
jumped in and said, “We know you’ve got a lot of 
money. We know your success depended on help you 
got from a board member. He gave $50,000, and he 
thinks you should, too. You can get a whopping tax 
deduction from it. And if you can’t do $50,000, how 
about $40,000?”

Heim later apologized to the appalled prospects for 
the board member’s well-meaning, albeit inappropriate, 
addition to the conversation. The couple made a 
smaller gift than hoped for but remained engaged with 
the organization. The organization’s staff found other 
ways to use the board member’s time and energy.

“Soliciting should not be someone’s role unless 
they’re really comfortable talking about money,” Heim 
says. “Take that monkey off board members’ backs, 
and they’ll be more likely to participate. They’re much 
more comfortable being a part of the ask if they can 

“We need to be asking a lot,” Melvin points out.  
“Wayne Gretsky once said, ‘You miss 100 percent of shots  

on goals that you don’t take.’”

tell why they give. It makes them more enthusiastic 
partners.” Board members can be most effective by 
helping to create “joyful givers” and providing genuine 
thanks. “There is research that says when a board 
member calls to thank someone for making a gift, the 
donor is three times more likely to give again,”  
she adds.

No matter how prepared you are, accept the fact 
that some asks will not have a happy ending. “We need 
to be asking a lot,” Melvin points out. “Wayne Gretsky 
once said, ‘You miss 100 percent of shots on goals that 
you don’t take.’”

So, be brave and get out there and ask. 

Mary Ellen Collins is a freelance writer in St. Petersburg, 
Fla. (mecollins123@yahoo.com).


