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When I’m working with a 
group of board members 
or other volunteers, I of-

ten begin with an exercise. I ask 
people to take a blank piece of pa-
per and draw a vertical line down 
the center, On one side, I tell them 
to write a plus sign (+) and on the 
other, a minus sign (-). 

“Under the plus sign,” I say, 
“write anything about you—your 
skills, your beliefs, your experi-
ence, your attitude—that’s going 
to help you to be an effective fund-
raiser. I’m not asking about your or-
ganization, I’m asking about you—
your personal qualities. Under the 
minus sign, write anything about 
you—your fears, your discomfort, 
your lack of experience, whatever 
—that’s going to get in the way of 
you being successful.”

After a few minutes, we discuss 
what people have written. The 
group always compiles an impres-
sive list of strengths. They’re cre-
ative, personable, articulate, and 
organized. They contribute money 
themselves. They have sales skills. 
They write well. They’re good lis-
teners. Most important, they’re pas-
sionate about their organizations.

You can probably guess the weak-
nesses. They have no fundraising 
experience, no time, and no en-

ergy. They’re shy. They’re disorga-
nized. They sit on several boards, 
so they’re fundraising (supposedly) 
for several groups. They don’t know 
anyone who has money. They feel 
that asking for donations is impo-
lite. Most of all, they’re afraid of 
rejection—they’re concerned that 
people will say no. 

Let me make this very clear: The 
word you hear most often in fund-
raising is “no.” Most of the people 
you ask say no. That’s how it works. 
To quote Kim Klein, author and 
trainer extraordinaire, “Fundrais-
ing is a volume business.” You need 
to ask a lot of people, because most 
folks will turn you down.

You’ve heard this before, but if 
you’re like me, you need to hear 
it again: Don’t take it personally. 
People choose not to give for a vari-
ety of reasons—in most cases, they 
simply have other priorities—but 
it’s rarely about you, the solicitor: 
what you said or didn’t say, your 
clothing, your cologne, your inabil-
ity to interpret body language, or 
your comedic timing. Looking back 
at the previous exercise, you might 

want to add the words “thick skin” 
in the plus column, because I guar-
antee you one thing: somebody will 
turn you down.

That’s the bad news. Here’s the 
good new, to paraphrase Klein: You 
and your organizational colleagues 
already know all the people you 
need to know to raise all the mon-
ey you need to raise. You have the 
relationships—right now—to meet 
your financial goals.

“But I can’t ask my friends.”
“How many of you,” I ask the 

group, “would be uncomfortable 
asking friends and family to donate 
to your favorite group?”

Most of the people in the room— 
dozens and dozens of them—raise 
their hands.

“Why?”
“I don’t want to take advantage of 

them,” says one.
“I don’t want to be seen as mer-

cenary,” responds another. “Friend-
ship and money don’t mix.” 

“They’re going to turn around and 
ask me to support their groups,” 
says a third, and everyone laughs 
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Fundraising forum

There’s only one way 
to figure out how much 
money individuals can 

give you.

The Word You 
Hear Most Often 
in Fundraising

Here are simple rules to help you obtain major gifts.
By Andy Robinson

If you saw me, the last 
thing you would have 
said is, “There goes a 

major donor!”
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appreciatively. “I can’t afford to 
say yes to everyone.”

“How many of you have done it 
anyway?” I ask.

Nearly every hand goes up.
“So has anyone ever lost or 

damaged a friendship because of a 
charitable request?”

The room goes quiet.
I’ve asked this question of thou-

sands of people. Perhaps one out 
of 50 will talk about a friendship 
gone sour due to miscommuni-
cation or inappropriate expecta-
tions. The other 49 of us sit silent-
ly, wondering why our fears are so 
disconnected from reality. 

Most of us have been raised to 
solve our own problems and not 
trouble anyone else. Indepen-
dence, we’ve been told, is the 
great American virtue. Asking for 
help somehow implies we’re not 
clever enough or strong enough—
it’s a sign of weakness. We fear it 
will obligate us to do something in 
return that we don’t want to do. 

Let’s be honest—when we’re 
raising money, we are asking for 
help. If we individually had enough 
money or energy or power to solve 
community problems alone, we’d 
probably just do it ourselves.

Unfortunately, big challenges 
such as poverty, disease, and in-
justice require big solutions. None 
of use can solve them individually. 
We need each other. 

Let me suggest a way of asking 
that might ease your mind. “Max-
ine,” you say, “I’m involved with 
a great cause. We’re doing terrific 
work to improve our community 
and we need your help. If you 
could support us with a $500 do-
nation, it would mean a great deal 
to me. If you choose not to par-
ticipate, that’s OK—we’ll still be 
friends no matter what. But I sure 
hope you can help.”

In other words, when you ask, 
you give the person explicit per-
mission to say no. There’s no pres-
sure involved. 

Given your passion and the 
power of your cause, some will say 

yes. I promise you that they will 
be grateful for the opportunity to 
participate.

“But I don’t know anyone who 
has money.”

A decade ago, after several posi-
tions with a variety of grassroots 
groups, I left a steady job to start 
a consulting practice. Financially 
speaking, I leapt into the void. 
My wife was working at the time, 
finishing up a long career as a 
Montessori preschool teacher—
another highly paid profession. 
The two of us, working full-time, 
had a combined income of about 
$35,000, which I guess landed us 
somewhere in the middle class. 

We gave away money: $25 to 
one group, $50 to another, some-
times as much as $100. At the end 
of the year I added up our dona-
tions and discovered we had con-
tributed a total of $2,500. That 
startled me. I added the numbers 
twice, because I didn’t believe it. 

Apparently we were “major do-
nors.”

Let me tell you about our lives. 
We lived with our daughter in a 
tiny rented house—a sweet and 
comfy home, but less than one 
thousand square feet. Many of my 
trousers were (and are) frayed, 
because I hate to go shopping. I 
drove a 1981 Toyota with 200,000 
miles and no air conditioning—in 
Tucson, Arizona. If you saw me in 
that car, the last thing you would 
have said is, “There goes a major 
donor!” 

I’m happy to report that busi-
ness is good. I now earn about 
twice what my wife and I used to 
earn together, which has made it 
possible for her to stop working. 
We have a policy of tithing, or giv-
ing away 10% of our earnings. In 
a recent year, this totaled about 
$7,500 in charitable donations 
distributed among nearly one 
hundred groups. 

Until a few years ago, when 
we abandoned the desert for the 
woods of Vermont, I continued to 
drive my hard-working (and very 
warm) Toyota because I wanted 
to prove a point. There’s only one 
way to figure out how much mon-
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Give the person explicit 
permission to say no.

invite Donors to See Your 
organization at Work

The best way to excite donors 
about your cause is right under 
your nose: Invite them to watch 
what your organization does. San 
Francisco’s Save the Bay, for ex-
ample, brings donors along on 
its educational canoe rides and 
coastal walks. And you don’t need 
a boat or a view of the Golden 
Gate Bridge to interest people. In-
vite donors to award ceremonies, 
or create a donor group around a 
particular project. The main thing 
is to help donors “get” why your 
work is important and increase 
their sense of connectedness to 
the organization, which will in-
spire generous donations.

is that Your final Answer?
Take the advice of Sophie Lei Al-

drich of Boston University, a fund-
raiser who says she never thinks 
of “no” as truly final. The “no” is 
just a reflection of the person’s in-
clinations on that day. This way 
of thinking gives her the freedom 
to stop the money part of the con-
versation and focus on fostering 
her long-term relationship with 
the supporter. For other fundrais-
ing tips, see Effective Fundraising 
for Nonprofits: real-World Strate-
gies that Work, published by Nolo 
(www.nolo.com).

find Special Ways to recognize  
Endowed Gifts

For endowed gifts that are par-
ticularly large and might encour-
age future gifts, consider creating 
a named fund bearing the donor’s 
name—the Guerin Endowment, 
for example. With an endowed 
gift, your organization invests the 
money and uses only a portion of 
the interest earned to carry out 
the donation’s purpose. Creating a 
named endowment not only gives 
the donor’s name posterity, but 
also lets you leverage the gift, us-
ing it to attract other supporters. 

Creative 
fundraising ideas

continued on page 6
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ey individuals can give you—and 
it’s not what they drive, not where 
they live, not what they wear. You 
don’t have access to your neighbor’s 
bank statement, right? The only 
way to find out how much someone 
can give is to ask. 

In my ongoing campaign to de-
mystify fundraising, I tell a lot 
of groups about my income, car, 
house, giving, and so on, and it gen-
erates some interesting responses. 
One man stood up and talked about 
his grandfather, a farmer in North 
Dakota. “He lives pretty simply,” 
he said, “but I know he supports 
his favorite organizations. If my 
grandfather knew that people were 
sitting across town saying, ‘We can’t 
ask Pete for money. He’s too poor. 
Look at his tractor,’ it would make 
him crazy. He would say, ‘Have you 
studied my checkbook? Have you 
looked at my bank account? How 
dare you make that decision for 
me.’ ”

So let’s keep this simple. Fund-
raising boils down to two compo-
nents:

The asker—that’s you—asks for 
the gift.

The decider says, “Yes, I choose 
to give,” or “No, I’m sorry, I choose 
not to give.”

Don’t confuse these two com-
ponents. Don’t make decisions for 
other people based on your limited 
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Please Get In Touch...
We would love to hear your response to anything in Nonprofit World, your 
comments about any aspect of the nonprofit sector, and your concerns 
about your daily work. Please get in touch in any of the following ways:

Drop us a note at: Letters to the Editor, Nonprofit World, 
P.O. Box 44173, Madison, Wisconsin 53744-4173.

E-mail to: muehrcke@charter.net or jill@snpo.org

Please include your name, organization, address, 
phone number, and e-mail address. If you’d like your 
comments to appear anonymously, please let us know. 
We look forward to hearing from you!

Also, we hope you’ll join the discussion on the 
Nonprofit World Discussion Forum. Just go to 
www.snpo.org, sign in as a member, and click on 
the Nonprofit Forum link. 

knowledge of their finances. Don’t 
screen them in or out based on ru-
mor, hearsay, or the condition of 
their automobiles.

You may have seen a story in 
the New York Times that profiled 
the work of two philanthropists: 
Ted Turner (you know who he is) 
and Oseola McCarty, an African-
American woman from Mississippi. 
She made her living as a domestic 
worker, taking in laundry. When 
she reached her eighties, she donat-
ed her life savings—$150,000! —to 
create a scholarship fund for black 
students at the local university. “I 
can’t do everything,” she said, “but 
I can do something to help some-
body. And what I can do, I will do. I 
wish I could do more.”

When you hear “major donor” 
and “philanthropist,” you probably 
don’t think of people like Oseola 
McCarty, and that’s too bad. For 
every story like hers featured in 
the news media, hundreds of thou-
sands remain untold. Remember, 
70% of American families donate to 
nonprofits.

You’re surrounded by philanthro-
pists. Knowing people who have 
money is irrelevant; the question 
is, do you know people who give 
money?

Of course you do. And you won’t 
know how much they can give until 
you ask. 

Andy robinson (www.andyrobinson 

online.com) is a consultant and train-

er based in Plainfield, Vermont. This 

article is adapted from his book Big 

Gifts for Small Groups: A Board Mem-

ber’s 1-Hour Guide to Securing Gifts of 

$500 to $5,000, published by Emerson 

& Church (www.contributionsmaga 

zine.com). Used with permission.


