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Step-by-Step Guide for Building a Major Gifts 
Program from the Ground Up 

 

 Planning Workbook  
 
 
 
Organization name:           
 
My name:            
             
 
Date:  __________  
 
 
Our mission:             
 
             
 
             
 
 
Our vision:             
 
             
 
             
 
What does our organization accomplish in our community and the world? 
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Introduction 
 
 

Luck is what happens when preparation meets opportunity.  
      (football coach Darrell Royal)  
 

Major gifts are the holy grail of fundraising. These are the gifts that can fund important 
programs, solidify your financial base, and even catapult your organization to new 
heights.  
 
The return on your investment of time and energy is much higher in major gifts than 
special events and mailings. 
 
Then why don’t all organizations press forward with a major gifts program? It’s often 
because the time and effort to develop a major gifts effort is more than many 
organizations can spare. 
 
Here’s a great step-by-step guide to create and implement a successful major gifts 
program for your organization. 
 
What are Major Gifts? 
 

• Either annual or occasional 

• Larger gifts than usual 

• Each organization defines their own threshold 

• Can develop into transformational gifts 

• Focuses on fewer people  

• Requires lots of face time 

• The best return on your effort in fundraising  

• Requires lead time to see results 
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BENEFITS OF MAJOR GIFTS  

 

 

• Most efficient fundraising method in terms of return on your time, energy and 
financial investment 

 

• Helps to secure your organization’s future  
 

• Creates sustainable revenue cash flow  
 

• Develops relationships with true supporters who can make huge difference 
 

• Focuses your staff on essential priorities 
 

• Often yield planned and estate gifts
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Fundraising Strategies Have Varying Returns 

 
Typical Cost Per Dollar Raised 

 
You can see that fundraising events are the least efficient way to 

raise funds, while major gifts are the most efficient.  
 

 
 
 

Fundraising Event  50% 

Annual Fund  30% 

Major Gift or Capital 
Campaign  
 

10% 
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Steps in the Major Gift Process 

 

 
The Fundraising Cycle    
 
 
Let’s take a trip through the classic fundraising cycle.  This sums up the entire process 
of fundraising, step-by-step.  
 
How does a donor become a donor? And how does one remain a donor? 
 
We don’t just walk up to a donor and ask them, and they magically become a long- term 
supporter. It’s a lot more complex than that! 
 
The major steps are:  
 

• IDENTIFY the key people who can help our cause, 

• OPEN the door and approach them,  

• CULTIVATE and build a relationship with them by involving them in our work, 

• ASK them for support when they are ready,  

• THANK, thank, thank, thank, thank them again and again.  
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The Fundraising Cycle  

 

 
It’s so important to understand that fundraising is very much more than simply soliciting. 
Developing a relationship with a donor, particularly for a major gift, is a lengthy process 
with many delicate steps. 

 

  
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
“How wonderful it is that nobody need wait a single moment 

 before starting to improve the world.”  
- Anne Frank 
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Time and Energy Spend in Each Part  
Of the Fundraising Cycle  

 
 
 

 
 
 

Our fundraising cycle starts with identifying potential donors, then cultivating, engaging, 
and involving them.  
 
When they are ready, we ask for their support. 
 
Finally, we thank, thank, and thank them again so they will join our bandwagon and be 
our friends for the long run. 
 
There are many activities involved in major gift fundraising (outside of soliciting). 
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Five Steps to Major Gifts  
 
 

 
 

 
 

STEP 
FACTOR 

  

 
DESCRIPTION  

 
Story 

 
Who, what, why? Simple  

 
Prospects  

Board 
 

 
Narrow down your focus  

 
Cultivate  

 
Listen, involve, spend face time  

  
Ask 

 

 
Tell your story and present the opportunity  

  
Track  

 

 
Monthly status meeting is essential  
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II.  How Major Gift Fundraising Works  
 
 

FUNDAMENTAL CONCEPTS: 
 
 

 
Major Gifts Model.  
 

• Strategy requires that you focus attention on people who have the capacity to 
give, and the propensity to give.  

 

• Only a few donors will get this level of attention.   
 

• Major gifts require lots of time with potential donors as you prepare them for an 
“ask.”  

 

• Major investment of personal, face time with potential donors.  
 

• Careful timing of the solicitation. Only ask for the gift when donors are ready.  
 

 
Major gifts are not a democratic effort.   
 
You can’t go after everyone you might want to and ask them to help. You don’t have 
the time or energy to do that.  

 
Meeting your goal requires that you focus your efforts on only a few major prospects. 
It really does take just as much time to cultivate and solicit a gift of $10,000 as it 
does $100,000.   
 
So in order to make your goal, you must deliberately narrow down your focus on a 
few wonderful people who have both deep pockets and a likely propensity to give.  

 
Don’t fall into the trap of thinking you can meet a $1 million goal with 1000 gifts of 
$100. This is a sales model that seems intuitive until you consider the time and effort 
it would take to successfully solicit 1000 gifts. It would take a large staff and months 
of effort.  
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Step One: Craft Your Story 

 

 
 

Who, What, Why? 
 

Simplify, Simplify, Simplify 
 

 
You should be able to answer these questions: 
 
 
WHO is doing this?  Who is behind the effort? Who are we? What are our credentials?  
 
             
 
             
 
             
 
             
 
             
 
             
 
 
 
WHAT are we trying to do? What do we want to accomplish?  
 
How much money will it take? What will we spend the money on?   
 
What’s the organization’s track record?   Why are we the ones to do it?  
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WHY? (this is the most important!) 
 
             
 
             
 
             
 
 
How simple can you make your story? Can you narrow it down to just a few 
concepts; a few sentences? How short and sweet can you make it?  
 
 
              
 
              
 

http://www.gailperry.com/


 © Gail Perry 2019                                   Major Gifts Workbook      www.gailperry.com  

  
15 

Your Fundraising Priorities – Part of Your Story  
 
Let’s pick apart your current fundraising priorities.  
 
Many organizations have an annual fund or membership pool, but board members 
rarely know specifically what this money is used for.  
 
As you focus your message, you’ll need a clear understanding of what the money is 
going to accomplish.  How many people will be changed or helped because of these 
funds? How will their lives be changed?  
 
What is your current “Call to Action?”  
 
What specifically are you raising money for this year?  
 
             
 
              
 
              
 
              
 
 
WHY do you need funding for these projects? 
 
             
 
              
 
              
 
              
 
 
What is your fundraising goal this year?  
 
              
 
Is it an increase from last year? How much of an increase? _________________ 
 
This money will fund: 
 
1.  Program_____________________________  
 
Goal for this program ___________                              People impacted______ 
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2.  Program_____________________________  
 
Goal for this program ___________                              People impacted______ 
  
3.  Program_____________________________  
 
Goal for this program ___________                              People impacted______ 
  
4.  Program_____________________________  
 
Goal for this program ___________                              People impacted______ 
  
5.  Program_____________________________  
 
Goal for this program _________                              People impacted______ 
  
6.  Program_____________________________  
 
Goal for this program _________                              People impacted______ 
  
 
Other initiatives we need to fund this year and their cost:      
 
              
 
              
 
 
What will happen if we don’t make our fundraising goal this year? How many people 
might be affected?   
 
              
 
              
 
              
 
 
If we had twice as much money flowing into our organization, what would/could we do?  
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Developing Your Case for Support  

 

 
Pointers for developing your case for support: 
 

• Presents an urgent and important need 

• Shows how the need is an opportunity 

• Demonstrates your credibility  

• People are being hurt because of this need 

• The need is urgent and important 

• The community needs this help 

• We have a practical solution 

• We have the experience and know-how to solve this problem 

• Demonstrates your credibility  

• We have a track record in solving these problems 

• We have a realistic, well-thought-out fundraising plan 

• We have important, credible leaders  
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Telling Your Story: Checklist  
 

 
 
_____VISION: big, bold, exciting, meaningful. 
 
_____Shows how the need is an opportunity 
 
_____Role of the proposed project in meeting your mission. 
 
_____Emotional appeal; testimonials. 
 
_____Not about bricks and mortar – its what happens inside the buildings. 
 
_____Sense of urgency. 
 
_____Explains about our organization – who are we and what do we do?  
 
_____Has both rational and emotional appeal. 
 
_____Describes project thoroughly. 
 
_____Talks about community need rather than our need. 
 
_____ Demonstrates your credibility.  

_____ People are being hurt because of this need. 

_____ The community needs this help. 

_____ We have a practical solution. 

_____ We have the experience and know-how to solve this problem. 

_____ We have a track record in solving these problems. 

_____ We have a realistic, well-thought-out fundraising plan. 

_____ We have important, credible leaders.  
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Step Two: Identify Your Donor Prospects:  

Narrow Down Your Focus  
 

 

 

Choose the Right Prospects  
 
Spend your time wisely!   
 
Don’t squander your valuable energy chasing the wrong opportunity.  
 
Restrict yourself to fewer relationships rather than more. You can only work with a fewer 
number of prospective donors if you want to give them quality attention. And quality 
attention is what will generate gifts. 
 
Your prospect list is your fundamental tool for your major gifts program. 
 
Choose a smaller number of potential donors and work them thoroughly. Rate them on 
their affinity for your cause and their financial capability. 
 
•    Start with the donors you have 

•    Organize what you know 

•    Highlight what you don’t know 

•    Create group opportunities for you to learn more about them 

•    Create a gift tracking system. 

 
If you are trying to change the world, make very, very sure that you are focusing 
carefully on the most likely donors of all.  
 

Narrow down your focus: working with major donors is like  
spinning plates on a stick. 

 
Each plate is a wonderful prospective donor you are lavishing attention on. You can’t 
spin but so many plates (or donors) at one time, because each one requires constant 
attention. 
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You have to go back and forth applying a little spin to each plate to keep it going. When 
a donor is ready to give, you take the plate off the stick and gently put it down. Then you 
start working on another donor. 
 
Some fundraising gurus are even saying that you can raise MORE MONEY if you have 
fewer donors – because you can give them more attention. What about that! 
 
 
Make sure your donor is a “qualified” prospect.  Are they really a likely donor? Are they 
interested?  Do they have the money to make the gift you want and need?  
 
 
How Do We Know Someone Will Make A Gift – Are They Qualified?  
 
“Qualification” is a term we fundraisers use for the process of determining if they are a 
prospect.  We typically evaluate potential donors on two scales:   
 

• Their financial ability  
 

• Their interest and likelihood of a gift  
 
Ideally we want people who rate high on both of these factors. 
 
 

THE PROSPECT RATING CHART 
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SAMPLE PROSPECT RATING SYSTEM 
 

 

ANNUAL FUND RATING SYSTEM: Here’s a typical financial rating chart for an annual fund, 

but it will vary based on your own annual budget and potential gift levels:  

 A:  $25,000 

 B:  $10,000 

 C:  $5,000 

 D:  $1,000 

 E:  $250 

 F:  under $250 
 

LIKELIHOOD RATING: Rating your prospects’ interest with a key such as this one: 

 1 – high interest 

 2 – medium  

 3 – low interest 

 

DATE:  Use this field to track when you plan to speak to the prospect.  

 

Create your own excel file and adapt this rating chart to suit your organization’s needs and your 

prospects’ financial level. Here are suggested fields to add to this chart, based on your 

organization’s needs: 

• Giving history 

• Volunteer assigned 

• Date called on 

• Results – pledge amount  

• Date to followup  

Prospect Name Rating $ 

Capacity  

Rating  

Interest  

Date Strategy Background/ Comments 

1. 

 

     

2. 

 

     

3. 

 

     

4. 

 

     

5. 

 

     

6. 

 

     

7. 

 

     

8. 

 

     

9. 

 

     

10. 
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WHO gets on your list? 
 

 
Here are some tips that someone is ready to be asked and probably for a larger 
amount: 
 

• A donor whose first time gift is larger than other first gifts  
 

• A donor whose giving suddenly jumps 
 

• Former donors who gave larger gifts in the past 
 

• Someone who has been giving consistently at the same level for years 
 

• Someone of note who was served by your organization 
 

• Someone identified by you or another board members  
 

• Prominent donors to other similar organizations who are making small gifts to 
your organization 

 

• Former board members who were larger donors  
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Prospect Identification Exercise 
 

Identify VIP Prospects  
 

 
Who are the people who can catapult your organization’s future? 

 
 VIP’s are Very Important Prospects 
 
They are the civic, political, philanthropic, religious, corporate or social leaders in 
your community.  
 
These key decision makers and major donors should of course be your top 
priority, because not only do they give but they are also important opinion leaders 
who can influence many other people.  
 

1.  Here’s how to play the VIP Prospect Game 
 
a. Take out a small sheet of paper or use the list below 
 
b. You DO NOT need to turn in your list – this is purely to stimulate your own 

thinking.  
 
c. Identify 10 people you know of who could catapult your organization’s 

future.  (They could be current and former donors who have not given up 
to their potential.  And they could be prospective donors.) 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

http://www.gailperry.com/


 © Gail Perry 2019                                   Major Gifts Workbook      www.gailperry.com  

  
24 

 

 
 

 
d. Now next to their names, put down some ideas on how to get the door open 

to these individuals.   
 
 You might think about how to begin a conversation about their own goals 

and your organization’s future. 
 
e. Now gather in groups of three or four and discuss some of the names on 

each person’s lists.  
 
Consider what the prospect’s current relationship is to your organization,  what 

their track record is, how much they have been involved.  
 
 

 

 

 

 
 

How long has it been since they had a personal contact from your organization? 
 

 

 
 
Who knows them best?  
 

 

 

 

 
What needs to happen next with this wonderful person who holds the potential to 
impact dramatically your organization’s entire future? 
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Golden Rules for Identifying Potential Major Donors 
FOCUS ON YOUR VIP’S  

(VERY IMPORTANT PROSPECTS)  
 

  
• Your most likely major donor is someone who has already given in the past.  

They have already invested in you.  Go to them first.  
 

• Find your committed donors and move them into larger gifts. Are they giving what 
they can afford?   

 

• If you pay attention to the repeat doors, you can raise big money.   
 

• The first gift from a potential major donor - even if it is small – is an opportunity to 
get to know her and develop a closer relationship.  

 

• Once a potential major donor gets on board, do everything you can to hold on to 
them.   

 

• Never make a cold call. Your chances of success are much greater if you can 
have someone open the door to help you meet your prospect.  

 

• 95% of the money comes from 2-3% of your donors.  Think about it! How much 
time and energy are you spending on that 2-3% of your donors?  
 

• Always narrow down your focus to a few donors with deep pockets and prioritize 
them.   

 

• Don’t spread yourself too thin by chasing every opportunity that comes along, 
because you can’t manage the follow-up. 

 

• Once you have identified potential major donors, start qualifying them. How 
interested are they? What kind of gift capacity do they have?  
 

• The best kind of prospect research is talking directly to your donors. You can ask 
“can you see yourself getting more involved with our cause?” 
 

• Ask potential major donors about their Donor Story – “why did you choose to 
give?” That will help you design a cultivation program that will delight them.  

 

• Women make larger gifts - and they give more often - than men. Consider your 
female prospects first!  
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Step Three: Cultivate and Involve Your Donors  

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

“If I could just get my board members to open doors and 

 introduce me to key people, I would be thrilled” — 

Nonprofit Executive Director 
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What’s Cultivation?  
 

• Involvement 

• Listening 

• Engaging them in your organization’s work 

• Conversation 

• Education  

• Face Time! 

 
A donor’s cultivation can take many paths – from serving on your board – to 
being honored at an event.  Your job is to tailor it for the individual.   
 
If it is a smaller ask, then cultivation may mean that you send the prospect a 
warm up letter and invite them to a couple of events before you call on them.  
 
If it is a larger ask, then you may spend hours and hours with the prospective 
donor – in conversation, social time and business meetings.  
 
How do you cultivate a donor’s interest in your cause? 
 
By getting in front of them and asking them their impressions of your cause and 
your organization.   
 
Making a face-to-face visit is the ONLY way to accurately gauge a potential 
donor’s disposition.  
 
If they are a current donor, then make a “thank you” visit to them. You’ll find out 
lots of information quickly if you just ask. 
 
 

GO VISIT YOUR DONOR!   
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1. Try a Discovery Call  

 

 
 
 

Call your donor and ask to meet with them: 

•  Call to ask for appointment 

•  Call to say thank you 

•  Call to invite them to an event to learn more 

Here’s what you can say on the phone:  

•  “I’d love to hear why you chose to give.  

•  “What inspired your gift?  

•  “Would you be willing to have coffee with me, I’d love to understand your story 

•  “Mr. Jones, you’ve been a donor all these years. My job is to know our patrons. 

Who can you make a discovery call on?  

1. ________________________________________ 
 
2. ________________________________________ 
 
3. ________________________________________ 
 
4. ________________________________________ 
 
5. ________________________________________ 
 
6. ________________________________________ 
 
7. ________________________________________ 
 
8. ________________________________________ 
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2. Ask: What Are Your Impressions?  

 

 
 

Gail’s Four Golden Words that will open  
any donor’s heart and mind to your cause 

 
 
Why is the question: WHAT ARE YOUR IMPRESSIONS such a powerful tool?  
 
             
 
             
 
What will it tell you about what’s going on in your donor’s mind?  
 
             
 
             
 
 
Who can you use this question with right now? 
 
 
             
 
             
 
 
This simple four-word question is guaranteed to evoke a response from your 
donor that tells you where he stands. 
 
But more importantly, it generates the donor’s own thinking about your issue. 
 
It encourages him to ponder your presentation, to digest your material, to think 
about it, to react to it. It encourages him to embrace what you have just said. 
 
Here how to use this special key to success.  

 
Ask,  “What are your impressions? . . . . 
 

And then shut up and listen carefully. 
 

This question encourages the donor to think more deeply about what you’ve 
presented.  
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She is not going to get hot and bothered about your cause just by listening to 
YOU do all the talking. 
 

She needs time to mull over what you’ve said.  She needs to “stew” in the urgent 
need or bold vision that you’ve just presented to her. 
 

So, you ask the Golden Question and you sit tight. 
 

What will you find out? 
 

- You’ll find out where your donor stands!  
 

- You’ll get her to really react to you and what you’ve said. 
 

- You’ll get something much deeper – and more informative – from her. 
Much deeper than if you had just presented, thanked her and then left. 

 
 

Remember it’s always all about the donor. We forget this. We think we have to be 
great salespeople and make a great pitch. NO! 
 

What we have to do is FOCUS on the donor – and listen to him or her. We have to 
draw out the donor, and get her engaged with us about our cause. And you won’t 
do that if you do all the talking! 
 

Here are some real-world situations where “What are your impressions?” has 
served my colleagues and me very well: 
 

 
1.  Advice Visit. I just conducted an Advice Visit with a potential donor to 

my favorite cause. At the end of our visit, I asked him “What are your 
impressions of these ideas? And he told me what his reservations 
were about our project. I was able to address these issues and he 
became a substantial donor. 

 

 

2. Capital Campaign Donor. I was walking out of a facility tour with a 
major, major gift prospect. He was actually a candidate for the 
leadership gift in this campaign.  So I asked him: what were your 
impressions of the tour?”  

 
  Well after 5 minutes of conversation – with some very careful 

maneuvering from me – he invited me to bring a $5ook proposal to 
his family foundation meeting the next week! 
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3.  Capital Campaign Presentation. I just made a presentation for a 
capital campaign consulting project that I would love to do.  I 
presented against one other firm.   

 
 As I was chatting with the President of the College afterwards, I asked him 

his impressions. He told me that he liked me a lot better than the 
other firm.  

 

4.  Post presentation feedback. My friend, a Vice Chancellor at a major 
university recently made a big presentation to the Board of Visitors. 
She wanted to gauge the Chancellor’s reaction to her ideas.   

 
 She asked him, “What were your impressions of my presentation?’ And 

she got some terrific positive feedback! 
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3. The Art of Listening  

 

 
 
We could also call this the art of shutting up!  
 

When I get ready to talk to people, 
I spend two thirds thinking about what they want to hear . . . 

and one third thinking about what I want to say. 
 

Abraham Lincoln 
 
Three essential skills when drawing out your donor:  
 
a. Listening skills 
 
 How is listening the most essential skill in the art of conversation?  
 
             
 
             
 
             
 
b. Use the word “you” 
 
Why is “you” the most beloved word in the English language?  
 
             

 
             

 
 
c. Pull out The Donor’s Story 
 
How can you ask the donor about their story? Their involvement and history with 
your cause and your organization?  
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           ______ 
 
             
 
 
The goal is to learn as much as possible about your prospect: 
 

• hobbies,  

• interests,  

• religion,  

• honors,  

• recognitions,  

• business,  

• giving history,  

• hot buttons,  

• involvement history,  

• family contact history 
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4. Advice Visits  

 

 
If you want money, ask for advice. 

 
If you want advice, ask for money. 

 
 

Advice Visits are like treasure hunts: you never know what you’ll get. But 
you’ll almost always find something interesting and worthwhile.  
 
Advice Visits are one of my golden tools to help open doors to prospective 
donors - and to find out what's on a donor's mind. 
 
Asking prospective donors for their opinion and guidance always helps to create 
a closer relationship between the donor and your organization. 
 
Advice Visits practice one of my favorite fundraising rules: 
 

 

"Treat donors like real people, not like pocketbooks. 
 

Ask them for MORE than just money." 
 

 
What is an Advice Visit? 
 
It's a personal one-on-one meeting between you and a potential or current donor 
to your organization. 
 
This meeting is called the Advice Visit, because that is truly what you are after -- 
advice. 
 
 
This visit is emphatically not about money. 
 
Your ONLY goal for visiting this person is to ask them what they think of your 
project and ask for some serious guidance. 
 
It is always beneficial to get other people's thoughts about your cause, especially 
if the thinking comes from important potential donors with deep pockets. 
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Can I Pick Your Brain? Advice Visits Can Open Important Doors 
 
The best way to open any door in town is to ask the person for their advice. Try 
calling them up and saying, 
         

"I have an interesting project up my sleeve. 
Can I take you out for coffee and pick your brain about it?" 

 
Or, 
  
"My organization is trying to do xxxxx, and I am not sure how we can accomplish 

this. Can I come ask your advice and get the benefit of your perspective?" 
 
Advice Visits are easy; in fact, there is not a better door-opener and 
cultivation tool. 
 
You can do more in a half an hour with one important prospect than you can do 
in an entire evening of small talk at an event.  This is a perfect opportunity to 
promote your cause and cultivate a potential donor in a direct, personal way. 

 
The idea is that anybody will be willing to talk to you if you are seeking his or her 
advice and counsel.  Of course, they'll see you -- because guess what -- they 
get to talk about themselves. 
 
They get to do all the talking. Who wouldn't agree to a meeting where they got to 
do all the talking -- and better yet, dispense advice. 
 
People are usually complimented when someone approaches them just to ask 
for advice and you will be surprised at the number of doors that will open if you 
just ask for advice. 
 
If you have never tried an Advice Visit, then a world of possibility and 
connection awaits you. 
 
People want to help nonprofit causes, because they care about their 
communities, regions, country, and world.  You will find help where you seek it, 
and you will be particularly successful because you are not asking directly for 
money. 
 
 
WHAT DO YOU GET FROM AN ADVICE VISIT? 
 

• FEEDBACK on your case. They'll tell you what they think. They'll 
shoot holes in your case - and you need the feedback. 
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• YES OR NO? They'll tell you whether they personally may be a 
potential supporter or not. 

 
• LEADS. The person being visited will invariably give you an important 

lead or suggestion that will help you further your cause. 
 
• HELP. Best of all, the person almost always offers to do something to 

help you. That means they are joining the cause and becoming 
invested in your success. 

 
 
Donors love advice visits – because it is a stroke to their ego.  
 
 
Rules for the advice visit:  
 

• Ask for a short appointment 

• Never be boring 

• Get out on time 

• Let them do the talking 

• When in doubt, shut up! 

• Always followup  
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5.  Small Socials  

 

 

When in doubt, throw a party! 
 

Group meetings and events are wonderful ways to cultivate important donors. They 
like to go to exclusive VIP events to mingle with each other.  
 
Entertaining donors is an important part of fundraising. Making the event fun for the 
donors is an art that you need to master.  
 
I also like to ask major donors if they will help host an event, too.  
 

 
1. FORMATS for SMALL SOCIALS.  A Small Social can take several formats. It can 

be a coffee in a board member’s home, dinner, cocktails, a porch party or a 
barbeque.  

 
The point of the Small Social is that it is a group event and requires a special format 
in order to be successful.  Terri Axelrod of Benevon calls these gatherings “Free, 
Feel-Good Events.” 

 
What kind of small socials does your organization currently employ?  
 

 

 

 
 
2.  Four Rules to a Successful Small Social. 
 

The first rule is that a board member or volunteer should do the inviting and 
hosting. That person is reaching into his or her social capital networks to bring new 
friends into the organization.  
 
Have you ever personally hosted anything like a small social? What was your 
experience? 
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The second rule is that these events are free for those invited. Someone else is picking 
up the tab. The host or group of hosts should chip in to cover the expenses of the event 
and/or get what they need donated.  
 
A third rule is that this is a cultivation event designed to fire donors up and involve 
them in your mission. Your goal is to bring them closer to your group and its work.  
 
How does your organization use small events for cultivation? 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

The last rule for small socials is that you must plan your follow-up before the event. 
What will you do to continue to cultivate these major donors with your organization? 
 
How do you usually plan your follow-up from your events? Is it usually successful?  
 

 

 
 

 
 

If you can manage to make your events enjoyable and fun, I promise you will have more 
people on your bandwagon! And you will raise more money! 
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6.  QUESTIONS TO ASK YOUR DONORS  

 

 
 

Qualify your donors 

Will they give? 

Are they ready to give? 

Find out what turns them on! 

 

 

• How did you come to make a gift to us?  

• How long has it been since you visited us? Why?  

• Tell me about your experience with our organization. 

• What is your favorite program that we have?  Why?  

• How has our organization impacted your life or someone in your family’s life? 

• What is your experience as a donor to us? 

• Do you feel appreciated?  

• Do you have any suggestions for improving the donor experience?  

• Do you know any of our board members? 

• What do you think is our community reputation?  

• What is your impression of our leadership?  

• Do you have any concerns about our organization?  

• How can we get you more involved?  

 

When you want to delve more deeply into their philanthropy:   
 

• What other organizations and causes are you involved in?  

• How do you support these causes?  

• How do you make your philanthropic decisions? 

• Why do you support our organization? 
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• What inclines you to want to make a large gift?  

• What about giving do you enjoy the most?  

• Has your philanthropy changed focus in the past?  

• What is your impression of our fundraising priorities?  

 

 
 

 

The whole point of cultivation  
 

Is to get your prospect as  
 

passionate  
 

about your cause as you are! 
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20 Ways to Cultivate Donors 

 
1. Send handwritten thank you notes. 

2. Call donors to thank them for their gifts. 

3. Arrange a personal meeting with your Executive Director or Board Chair.   

4. Find out what they are interested in at your organization. 

5. Find out why they gave to your organization. 

6. Take them on a private tour of your organization at work. 

7. Take them to an event. 

8. Take them to a coffee or social in someone’s home. 

9. Ask them to bring a friend to one of your events. 

10.    Ask them what they think of your future plans – a building expansion, a 

possible fundraising campaign, program changes.  

11.    Ask them who else they know who might want to be involved in your 

organization.  

12.    Ask them for advice about other potential donors.    

13.    Ask their advice on a special project or program. 

14.    Send handwritten notes on all special event invitations. 

15.    Send handwritten notes on all brochures or newsletters.   

16.    Send them newspaper clippings of special interest. 

17.    Arrange for them to be featured in one of your publications. 

18.    Ask your prospect to volunteer for a project.    

19.    Ask them to host a coffee or social in their home. 

20.    Ask them to serve on an advisory board or committee.  
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Golden Tips for Cultivating Potential Donors 
 

 
• Fundraising is all about relationships.  The closer the relationship between the 

prospect and the organization, the more likely (and larger) the gift. Take a long 
term approach to getting to know your donors and potential donors.   

 

• You should create a specific plan for each prospective donor that will develop 
and enhance their relationship. Your purpose should be to engage and involve 
the donor in something that he or she is specifically interested in.  Remember 
that people want to be connected to something meaningful in their lives.  

 

• There is a direct correlation between the number of contacts a donor has from 
the organization and the amount of the gift. YOU HAVE TO STAY IN FRONT OF 
YOUR PROSPECTS. 

 

• Ask questions to learn more about the donor’s interests and motivation to give.   
 

• Make “advice and counsel” calls on potential donors.  That way you can develop 
a friendly relationship well before the matter of funding comes up.  Be sociable. 
Put the fun back in fundraising.  

 

• Turn your prospects into volunteers; ask them to do something for the project.  
 

• Plan your visits.  What do you want to accomplish with each contact with the 
donor? Always go in the door knowing what your objectives are. 

 

• Fundraising success relies on follow-through. Getting the door open to a 
prospective donor is only the first step.  Build your credibility with immediate 
follow-up.   

 
93% of donors would give again if a charity thanked them in a prompt and 
personal way, and followed up later with a meaningful report on the program they 
had funded. 
 
64% would give a larger gift. 
 
74% would continue to give indefinitely.            From Donor Centered Fundraising, Penelope Burk 
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Step Four: Ask 

Tell Your Story and Present the Opportunity  
 

 
 

ASKING has to be done in person. Why? 
 

Personal visits help you  
 

• Read someone’s energy, their attitude, their enthusiasm for the cause.  
 

• You can share your own energy for the cause with them and help get them fired 
up too.   

 

• You can explore their interest and encourage it.  
 

• You can ask them for help.  
 

• You can make them your friends.  
 
 
Why is “face to face’ the only way to ask?  
 
            
 
            
 
You can never make a good ask over the phone. It might seem easier to you, but if you 
want to be successful, you simply MUST be in front of your prospect.  
 
If you are going to make it into a conversation, you have to be in person. Otherwise, the 
prospect can easily cut you off on the phone and you’ve missed your opportunity.   

 
It’s really easy to say “no” over the phone.  Everyone is much more inclined to say “yes” 
if they can discuss it and ponder it with a friend or someone who they know.  
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How to Warm Up Your Donor for the Ask 
 

 
Never let a donor be unprepared for the visit or the ask.  It’s good manners to let your 
donor know that you are coming and that she will be asked.  

 
 

•  “You’ve been so involved in our cause, are you ready to talk about your 
campaign gift?” 
 
•  “We’d like to come talk to you about an important project at our organization.” 
 
•  “If you were to make a major gift, where would you want to focus? 
 
•  “Of all the things we do, what appeals to you most?” 

 
 

How will you prep your #1 donor for the ask?  
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The Seven Reconnaissance Questions You Must Answer  

Before An Ask  
 

 
 
 

1. Who is the right team?  

• Who asks?   

• Who should make the call?   

• What team do you pull together to ask?  

• You should bring people who the prospect respects.  Don’t overpower the 

prospect with too many people, but you should bring the exact people he or she 

cares about and knows well.   

 

2. Who are the right prospects?  

• Who should be called on?   

• Is it the husband and wife?  

• Do the kids need to be included?  

• How about Grandmother?   

• If a corporate ask, is it the CEO?   

• The head of the corporate foundation?  

• The head of community relations?  

 

 

3. When is the right time?   

• What’s the timing?  

• Is there an inheritance coming?  

• Has someone just sold a business or is someone in financial trouble?   

• You don’t want to mess up by asking at the wrong time.  

 

http://www.gailperry.com/


 © Gail Perry 2019                                   Major Gifts Workbook      www.gailperry.com  

  
46 

4. Where is the right location?   

• Should you meet in a restaurant (no!)?  

• In an office?  

• Whose office?   

• The prospect’s home?  

• The place where you meet is important. It needs to be quiet and comfortable.    

 

5. What is the right amount? 

• What is the right amount?  

• You need to test the amount with the donor before the call.  

• For example, say “we are looking for one donor to be the $25,000 lead sponsor 

for this event.  Do you have any ideas on who that person might be? “ 

 

6. What are the right values to emphasize? 

• What is important to the donor to emphasize?   

• Does the donor care about economic development, freedom, helping the poor, 

giving back, prestige, a legacy for her family?  

• You need to know these things beforehand so that you can bring them up at the 

time of solicitation.  

 

7. What’s the right project for this donor?  

• What project are you asking the donor to fund?  

• What impact will this have in the world?  

• Does the donor understand the project?  

• Do you need to educate him ahead of time on the project and possibly have him 

help you design it? (that’s not unusual).  
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Take your #1 prospect and answer these questions: 

Right team?  

            
 

            
 

Right prospects?  

            
 

            
 

Right time?   

            

 
            
 

Right location?   

            

 
            
 

Right Amount? 

            
 

            
 

Right Values? 

            
 

            
 

 
Right Project?  
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The Role of a Volunteer in the ASK 

 

 
Why do you think volunteers carry so much weight in a fundraising visit? 
            
 
            
 
            

 
            
 
 
Who has more credibility with a donor – the staff or a board member?  
            
 
            
 
            
 
            
 
 
 
Remember, as a community volunteer, you are only doing this out of the 
goodness of your heart!  You’re not being paid, you have NO vested interest.  
 
You are “clean” and standing on the moral high ground when asking a donor for 
support.  You carry a level of credibility that is unparalleled because you are trying 
to do something to make the world and your community a better place.   
 
Be proud of your role as a volunteer! 
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Steps to a Perfect Ask 
 

 

 
Perfect Ask Step 1: Prep for Your Visit  
 

Plan your script!  
 
Lay out the times and topics for each person on the team to speak.  
 
Warm Up and Social Conversation: who will handle the warm up? Who will 
take the lead on social conversation?  

 
           
 
           
 
           

 
           
 

 
 
 
Perfect Ask Step 2: Have a Conversation  

 
 
LISTEN YOUR WAY TO THE GIFT  
 

• Use your “radar” and focus on the donor’s body language 

• Be open and conversational 

• Note where the donor’s questions are coming from 

• Anticipate the donor’s reaction and plan for it 

• Never ever be aggressive or too salesy! 

• Thoughtfully respond to each concern and question 

 
 

 THE CONVERSATION is the art of listening and the art of shutting up!  
 
 Use the word “you.” 
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Why is “you” the most beloved word in the English language?  
            
 
            
 
 
Check out this resource article about the importance of the word “you.” 
 
  
Pull out The Donor’s Story 
 
How can you ask the donor about their story? Their involvement and history with 
your cause and your organization?  

 
            
 
            
 
            
 

 
 

Perfect Ask Step 3: Present the Opportunity  
 

Your Presentation:   
 
What exactly will you say when you present your case?  It must be clear, 
concise, compelling and urgent.   
 
Who will say it?  
 
This is a time for celebrating your organization – what have you accomplished?  
 
What’s at stake? What is your vision? Make it into an exciting opportunity! 
 
What do you want to achieve right now with the help of friends and supporters?  
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THE ASK – Always a specific amount – for a specific purpose.  
 
 

“Would you consider a gift of $XXX for XXXXX? 
 

 
Who does the ask:          
 
Amount of gift:          

 
Purpose of gift:          

 
Why is this gift needed?         

 

Benefits and outcomes of gift:       

 

           
 

           
 

           
 

What is the urgency?         

 
           
 
 
Who else has given at this level? How many other gifts are needed at this level?  
 

           
 
Recognition? 
           
 
           
 
 
Why this particular donor at this particular moment for this amount?  
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Here’s what the volunteer can say:  

 

• “Come join with me to make this happen. 
 

• I‘ve made my own gift to help realize this vision.  It’s really important to 
me and I know it is to you.  

 

• I’m investing in this organization with a 5-year pledge because I believe 
they can make such a difference in the world.  

 

• Our combined support can help catapult this organization to new 
heights and help so many more people! 

 

 
Perfect Ask Step 4:  Sit Quietly and Shut Up! 

 
 

You have to realize that the donor is mulling lots of things over and over right now 
and needs some time to consider your opportunity.  
 
Just sit and sit and sit until the donor says something! 
 
Who’s in charge of kicking someone under the table if they start to talk?  
 

            

 
            
 
 
Donor’s Response - Discussion 

 
Who will take the lead with the discussion with the donor?  
 
 
Who will handle objections?  When handling objections:  
 

• Use the phrase “Yes, and”  

• Don’t say “Yes but” 

• Don’t shy off   
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Who will discuss the timing or process of making gift or pledge payments? 
 
            

 
            

 
            

 
            

 
 

Wrap up your visit with by summarizing:  
 

• Repeat the gift amount, purpose and benefits of the gift 

• Be cheerful positive and upbeat 

• Thank the donor for listening and considering – and for their past support  

• Remind the donor how important it is and the difference it will make in 

people’s lives 

• Discuss donor recognition  

 
 

Perfect Ask Step 5:  Followup, Followup!  
 
 

Donors rarely say “yes” at the moment of asking.  They need some time to 
consider. Often the larger the gift, the longer period of time that donors think it 
over.  
 
Set a FIRM TIME to check back in with your donor – is it next week or two 
weeks? Do NOT let a lot of time elapse between the solicitation and your 
followup.  
 
Who takes this lead?  Who will handle the follow-up? 
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IF IT’S A NO!  
 
Ask the donor why:  
 

• Is it timing?  
 

• Is the amount? 
 

• Is it the purpose? 
 

• Is it the organization or the cause?  
 
Often the “no” means “Not Now” but you have to ask these questions to find out.  
 
 
 
Often “no” means NOT NOW!  
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Golden Keys to Asking – Be Passionate and Listen 
 

• People give money not to causes, but to people with a cause.  
 

• Enthusiasm for your cause will take you a long way.  Discuss common concerns 
and find common ground. 

 

• If you want money, ask for advice.  If you want advice, ask for money.  
 

• Remember to be quiet and listen.  You can “listen” your way to a major gift.   
 

• Focus on the person behind the gift, and focus on how your donor can help 
change the world.   

 

• Reconnaissance is vital.  The more you know about your prospective donor, the 
better.   

 

• You should have the right people involved in the solicitation, at the right time, for 
the right amount, for the right purpose, at the right time and place. 

 

• Never rely on your proposal to sell for you.  Cut the deal in person up front and 
the proposal is merely an after-the-fact formality. 

 

• Peers should solicit peers.  Volunteers carry much greater credibility and clout 
than the organization’s staff. 

 

• People give with their hearts and then justify the gift with facts. 
 

• Say:  Would you consider a gift in the range of ____ for ____if we can show you 
how?   

 

• Ask for a specific amount always – based on the donor’s values and explicit 
motivation.  

 

• In the life cycle of a donor there are perfect moments for asking for money. You 
are just nudging the inevitable. 

 

• People give because they are ready, not because they are strong armed or 
manipulated.  

 

• Don’t ask until you know they are ready to give. 
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Step Five: Set Up A Management Structure  

 

 
 

The Monthly Strategy Session 
 
What is this? It’s a monthly check-in that makes everybody re-focus, evaluate, re-
strategize and set next steps. 
 
It’s a mechanism for keeping the wheels turning. 
 
Here’s what you do at your monthly strategy session: 
 
1. Review your list of top prospects. Add new people to the list and remove folks who 
you’ve found out will not want to consider a major gift. It does not have to be a long list. 
Start with just 20 prospects and love them a lot! 
 
2. Review all the actions or (“moves”) taken in the past month and the results 
achieved. It’s a chance to take account of your recent activities and take stock of new 
opportunities and information that you’ve uncovered in the past month. 
 
3. Evaluate where you stand with your major prospects – where are they in their 
cultivation process? When will they be ready to consider a gift? What has changed? 
When new information has risen lately? How do we need to proceed with each donor? 
 
4. Create Next Step Strategies for EACH major prospect for the next month. 
 
5.  Assign clear responsibility for the next step with each prospect. This way every 
person knows what his or her job is. (“I need to do what by when.”) You assign 
accountability. 
 
What you achieve with a monthly major gifts strategy session: 
 

• You create a management mechanism. You know how many prospects are 
being cultivated, and what the work load looks like. You have a structure and a 
format to make sure that your program is implemented and that staff takes action 
when they need to.  

 
• You can keep track of your potential projected contributions. You’ll know what 

kind of revenue is possible if all goes well. I like to add up all the prospects’ 
potential gifts that I have under cultivation and cut it by 2/3. Then I am willing to 
commit to a fundraising dollar goal based on that reduced figure.  
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• You have a structure that brings key people together to brainstorm strategy. I 
find that small groups of smart people are much more creative together on 
cultivation strategies than I can do by myself. There is power in the team.  

 
• Your structure emphasizes accountability. You can be sure that before every 

monthly meeting, your staff (and volunteers if they are involved) will make sure 
they got done what they said they’d do. This, above all, is what can ensure 
results. Otherwise, major gift contacts just might get waylaid to very last on 
everybody’s to-do list. 

 
How much time? 
 
The monthly Major Gifts strategy session needs about 3 hours a month. It absolutely 
takes time. And it needs to be routine and top priority. 
 
And it just may be the most important thing you and your staff do all month long. 
 
This is what will give a grounding and a consistency to your major gift program – two 
vital “must haves for any fundraising program.” By setting up this regular, routine 
review, you are institutionalizing a major gifts focus for your organization, your 
board and your volunteers. And you’ll be amazed with the financial results. 
 
I promise you that this can literally be the key to creating a money-raising machine 
that your wonderful cause so badly needs. 
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  Action Guide  
What actions do we want to take now to organize our major gifts effort?  
 
 
Goal 1:              
 
Objective 1:             
 
 

Action Step Who When Resources 
needed 

1.    

2.    

3.    

4.    

5.    

6.    

 
 
Objective 2:             
 
  

Action Step Who When Resources 
needed 

1.    

2.    

3.    

4.    

5.    

6.    

 
 
Objective 3:             
 
   

Action Step Who When Resources 
needed 

1.    

2.    

3.    

4.    

5.    

6.    
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Goal 2:              
 
Objective 1:             
 
 

Action Step Who When Resources 
needed 

1.    

2.    

3.    

4.    

5.    

6.    

 
 
Objective 2:             
 
  

Action Step Who When Resources 
needed 

1.    

2.    

3.    

4.    

5.    

6.    

 
 
Objective 3:             
 
   

Action Step Who When Resources 
needed 

1.    

2.    

3.    

4.    

5.    

6.    
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Goal 3:              
 
Objective 1:             
 
 

Action Step Who When Resources 
needed 

1.    

2.    

3.    

4.    

5.    

6.    

 
 
Objective 2:             
 
  

Action Step Who When Resources 
needed 

1.    

2.    

3.    

4.    

5.    

6.    

 
 
Objective 3:             
 
   

Action Step Who When Resources 
needed 

1.    

2.    

3.    

4.    

5.    

6.    
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