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Chapter 5: Fired-Up Fundraising 
ENGAGE Your Board Members in Your Fundraising Plan  
 
“If I could just get my board members to open doors and introduce me to key people, I 
would be thrilled” —Nonprofit Executive Director 

 

There are many ways to harness board member passion for your organization’s great 
work and channel it into highly productive fundraising activities. We can even make it 
interesting—and fun. In this section we will discuss activities that will generate new 
friends for your organization, fuel the fire of board member passion, and generate great 
fundraising results.  

Each board member can—and should—take on a specific task to support the fundraising 
program. They can find a role in which they are comfortable, whether they are involved 
in soliciting or not. If they are afraid of asking, then they can pile all their friends on the 
bandwagon! 

Remember, success breeds success.  And friends are success. New friends bring in 
more new friends. Friends open the door to even more social networks, all of which get 
your organization higher on your community’s radar screen.  

Fundraising becomes a natural outgrowth of all the energy and enthusiasm 
generated for your cause. Doors to major donors start to open with ease because of all 
the buzz in the community, and many new smaller donors start responding to invitations 
to events and requests for contributions.  

This chapter will give you specific, practical methods for setting your fired-up board 
members to work, opening doors, making connections, reaching out, and helping to 
bring new supporters into your nonprofit. 

First let me say a bit more about why friends of your organization are so important, 
whether they become donors or not.  

FriendRaising Builds Social Capital  
A nonprofit needs friends just as much as it needs money. As I mentioned earlier, 

Hildy Gottlieb, in her book FriendRaising, really hits the mark in reminding us that we 
want everybody working with us and wishing us well, whether they give lots of money 
or not.  

There are so many ways that friends are able to help out. They can volunteer, 
spread the word, make key introductions to potential donors or government officials, 
and generally expand community moral support for our important mission. As we all 
know, friendship is far more enduring than money. 

The overall goal with a nonprofit is to serve the community, and that means 
engaging as many community people as possible in your mission. It also means we want 
as many people as possible to know about us, to talk about us, and to tell others how 
important our work is.  
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The more friends we have in our community, the stronger we will be! I call it being 
on somebody’s radar screen. All of us are so barraged by media that we are too often 
on information overload. Our lives are so busy, and there are so many images firing at 
us daily, that we block out most stimuli in order to even function.  

So getting a nonprofit’s signal to show up on someone’s radar screen is a hard job, 
especially when that person is an important community opinion leader or a 
philanthropist.  

However, once we have our community’s awareness, we can end up becoming one 
of the most important nonprofit groups in the area. Our organization will be noticed. We 
will be paid attention to. We will also be able to raise lots of money because half the 
battle is already won: our mission has captured people’s hearts and minds and they are 
talking about our work. Do not underestimate the power of positive attention to our 
cause.  

Social Capital 
One of the most valuable assets each board member brings to your group is his or 

her social capital. Social capital is a term used for a person’s connections and social 
networks. Sociologists study social capital as a phenomenon that helps to build stronger 
communities and strengthen bonds among people. You can also say that your 
organization itself has a certain amount of social capital.  

The connections we all have to each other form a crucial web of human interaction. 
This means that we live our lives in webs of interdependence with others.  

Our networks are a sort of glue that holds us together. These relationships ground 
us within a context of friends, professional associates, family and extended family 
connections, religious and social groups, service people, and political, governmental, 
educational circles.  

For example: Why are some women called “soccer moms?” Because they are part of 
a particular social network based on their kids’ activities: a sphere of connection and 
influence, which also overlaps with other circles. 

Social networks offer a host of benefits to organizations, communities, and 
individuals as well. Our connections with others help to keep us emotionally and 
physically healthy. Some sociologists say that joining an organization cuts an individual’s 
chance of dying within the next year in half.   

From families to nations, social networks play a critical role in determining the way 
community problems are solved, organizations are run, and the degree to which 
individuals succeed in achieving their goals. 

There is no doubt that developing social capital for our organization is a highly 
important task, one that is perfectly designed for board members.  

It is important to capitalize on our board members’ own social capital to further our 
organization’s urgent work solving community problems. So the job is clear: we have to 
ask our board members to pull in their networks and introduce our organization to 
everybody they know.  

Remember, however, that when you put your board members to work on this issue, 
we are not simply looking for donors. We are literally—and deliberately—seeking to 
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expand our organization’s network and social capital. We are looking for friends, as well 
as a chance to shine brightly on the community’s radar screen.  

These efforts generate visibility and attention. They are not about money alone, 
which should make squeamish board members more comfortable. At the same time, 
they are vitally important for our cause and the difference we want to make. All good 
fundraising absolutely requires a setting of positive word-of-mouth PR, constantly 
humming in the background, supporting everything we do.  

 

The Staff’s Role:  Know Where to Focus 
 Here are some words of realism for the staff who are directing your board’s 

friendraising and fundraising efforts.  As a nonprofit leader guiding your board, it is up 
to you to point the board members in the right direction.  

Think through where they can help out the most.  Bring them names of the key 
players in your community or region who you would most like to get in front of. Don’t 
expect your board members to have as complete a view of the philanthropic 
environment as you do.  Help them prioritize their own efforts and the people they want 
to focus on.  

Like any smart fundraiser, you are managing the prospect list behind the scenes. 
You already know the VIP’s you want to have at your socials, tours and events.  You 
know who the social mavens are in your community.  It is up to you to set the priorities, 
based on your analysis of your prospects and your potential.   

Some of the activities I am going to describe in this chapter are quite labor-
intensive. They will require lots of personal time and attention – from you or a board 
member following up folks who attend Small Socials, Tours or other events.   

To stay sane, here’s what you have to do: prioritize.  You only have but so much 
time and energy to spend on your fundraising and friendraising activities. You have 
financial goals to reach, and you need to generate visibility in the community.  

We all know you can’t go after every wonderful person who may be interested in 
your cause.  So, focus your time and attention down to the people who matter.  

Choose the people with the deepest pockets, with the best connections, with the 
most extensive social networks – because they will spread the word for you. They have 
the influence to bring people with them; and they have the capability to become major 
donors.  To be successful, narrow, narrow, narrow down your focus.   

The activities I describe in this section can serve as an underpinning to a major gift 
program, an annual fund or community engagement effort, depending where you focus. 
Clearly the major gift prospects are fewer in number and will receive the most personal 
attention and face time.  You will be plotting long term strategies to develop these 
relationships and you’ll find important ways for board members to support you.   

Following here are ways to get your board members to work opening doors and 
bringing folks into your organization’s circle. These methods will require staff support 
and guidance. Don’t turn over any of these projects to be managed by volunteer board 
members and hope they will be effective.  
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It will be important for you to firmly direct behind the scenes. And remember since 
the board members are well-meaning volunteers with little time, again, focus them 
where their energies can pay off the most.  

 

 
Getting the Door Open 

We all know that within our board members’ social networks there is a gold mine of 
potential friends and donors. The board members understand this as well, aware that 
their networks are full of folks who might be interested in supporting our cause.  

How do we open the door to these contacts? Most board members think they cannot 
just call up their friends and acquaintances and demand “we need you to be involved!” 
This is often a huge hurdle. I have encountered this feeling myself when I serve on a 
committee or a board. How do I make the connection between my friends and my 
favorite cause of the moment?  

All board members need help in figuring out a “nice” way to introduce their friends 
to their organization. They want their friends to know that they are passionate 
supporters of your organization, but they just do not know a genuine way to go about it.  

First, let us look at the word “nice,” and then explore five suggestions on how to 
opening doors.  

The Soft Sell 
I come from the “soft sell” school of fundraising and friendraising. I apply “being 

nice” to the entire process, start to finish. Since I am a Southerner, I call this the more 
genteel “white gloves and pearls” approach. 

 My manner is softer than that of some other fundraisers. But that does not mean I 
am less serious. You better believe that I am working as hard as I can to change the 
world. I am passionate and enthusiastic. At the same time, I am polite about it, and I 
never want to be abrasive, offensive, or intrusive.  

It’s amazing, though --  you can say many things you never thought you would if 
you have that smile on your face and in your voice. 

Being nice does pay off because we draw people to us (remember energy is 
contagious?) instead of pushing them away. As representatives of nonprofits, we need 
to be folks  that other people want to be around.  

We should never come across as aggressive; instead, be enthusiastic, kind, and 
welcoming. Cheerfully aggressive is fine, but plain aggressive is a turn-off. 

Do remember: nice does not mean vague or unmotivated. I am very, very 
intentional about the result I mean to create, and I am usually successful. I know that 
the method I espouse—both passion driven and polite—works. Let your board members 
know that they can be “nice” and still be passionate advocates for your mission.  

Here are five easy ways your board members can open the door, connect their friends 
to your organization, expand its social capital, and help find a new group of potential 
donors.  



 - 90 - 

Be personal advocates wherever they go.  

Spread the word by mail. 

Have Advice Visits.  

Host Small Socials.  

Host Tours. 

Board Members as “Sneezers,” Advocates who Spread the Word 
Wherever They Go 

“You can really tell if somebody cares about doing something by the tone of voice” —
Lewis Cullman, philanthropist  

Your board members need to be advocates for the mission of your organization; 
they need to talk about it wherever they go. If they are burning with passion for the 
cause, then they should be all over their friends, and everybody they run into, telling 
them to get involved and help with this important cause.  

I want board members who can be what Seth Godin termed “sneezers” in his book, 
Unleashing the Ideavirus: advocates whose news and excitement about our cause are 
simply contagious. Godin says that we want to refine our message into something “so 
smooth that once someone is exposed to it, they are instantly hooked.” Wherever they 
go, our trustees can be spreading the good word about the difference we want to make 
in the world. When they sneeze, or express their opinion, news about our cause spreads 
like a virus.  It’s just an “idea virus.”  And the idea they are spreading multiplies as it 
goes from person to person.  

One board member tells 5 people who all tell five more people that your upcoming 
event is going to be the coolest thing in town this year.  All of a sudden, your event has 
the buzz and it is almost sold out two months in advance.  

When board members are passionate advocates, they increase awareness in the 
community through word-of-mouth news and conversation. The marketing pundits talk 
more and more these days about the power of person-to-person communication; your 
board members can create epidemics of news themselves simply by transmitting 
information.  

Malcolm Gladwell, in The Tipping Point, reminds us that we can be like social glue to 
spread the message of our cause. We can be evangelists for our organization.  

You can turn your board members into roaring advocates for your organization 
wherever they go. Board members who are well connected to the organization should 
naturally want everyone they know to be familiar with this important community 
organization and to understand why it matters.  

If I were a board member of a conservation fund, for example, I would simply 
assume that everyone in the community would want to be sure that we were preserving 
enough green space for the future.  
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I would not be hesitant or apologetic! I would naturally expect that all my friends 
and acquaintances would want to help in any way they could. I would automatically 
assume that they would not want our community to lose its water and air quality.  

And I would be all over them! Remember, this is the “glass is half full” abundance 
perspective on winning friends and donors for your organization.  

Here is a great example: My friend Peggy Link Weil was on the board of the 
Women’s Center in Chapel Hill for years. Every year, she would host a table for the 
annual luncheon.  

I could always expect a call each year to come to the luncheon, which I attended. 
The annual art show came in January. First she asked me to attend the art show with 
her, which I did. Then she asked me to be a sponsor for the opening, which I did. The 
next year she asked me to send notes out in Raleigh to enlist other sponsors for the art 
show, which again I did.  

Now was Peggy shy? Not at all! Or aggressive? No way. Was she “trying to take 
advantage of our friendship?” Of course not.  

She was passionate about the cause. She naturally expected I would gladly support 
her cause and help her out. Of course I helped her! Did I understand her commitment 
to the Women’s Center? You bet! Did her work help generate more visibility, 
connections, and financial support for the Women’s Center? Yes! 

Spreading the Word by Mail  
As we know, one of the fundamental fundraising tools of every nonprofit group is its 

mailing program. Your organization’s mailing list is used for event invitations, 
newsletters, and public announcements, as well as for asking folks for their financial 
support. It is the basic tool for managing your social capital – and your donors.  

Your board members need to adopt the mailing list as their own. Who in the 
community needs to be hearing news from your organization? Who should be asked to 
important events or to help contribute urgently needed funds?  

How many of their friends and acquaintances can they get on the master mailing list 
for events, news and solicitations? Board members should use the mailing program as 
their personal tool to connect their own social network with the organization and its 
mission.  

Personal Notes to Friends 
Personal notes are a powerful communications tool. Remember, in this age when 

people are oversaturated with impersonal messages from the mass media, the rare 
personal note stands out. People are far more willing to trust a personal reference or 
recommendation from someone they know.  

It’s a great idea for trustees to send personal notes to their friends along with 
newsletters or clippings of laudatory articles about your nonprofit. The newspaper article 
serves, in effect, as an outside endorsement of your organization.  

Your board members might be surprised at the kind of response they will receive 
from this type of communication; their friends will undoubtedly mention it to them, 
creating a perfect opening to launch into their elevator speech!  
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Their personal note could say a number of things: “I thought you would be 
interested in this,” or, “I would love to tell you more about this cause,” or best of all, “I 
would love to pick your brain about this project because I am a board member,”  
leading in to the Advice Visit, which we will discuss shortly.  

Even squeamish board members who are concerned about being “nice” can send 
communications to their friends gently introducing the organization.  

Expanding the Mailing List 
I like the idea of setting up board members to “own” an important part of the 

mailing list. It can serve as their personal tool for communicating to their social 
networks about your cause.  

Consider creating a small board Task Force to oversee a project for adding all the 
board members’ personal contacts into your system, with notes on who knows whom.  

Let the board members themselves set their own goals and ask each other for 
names to add to the list. If your board members “own” the project, then it will be far 
more successful than if the staff drives the effort.  

Firm goals are a must; for example, every board member can be asked to provide 
for a certain number of new names, or they decide they want a total of xxxx new 
contacts from board members this year.    

New names can come from many aspects of board members’ lives: school contacts 
(either from them or from their children); family members; clergy and church friends; 
people who are active in the community and serve on other nonprofit boards; folks who 
may have a personal tie to the mission; their friends and social contacts; elected 
officials, government officials, and community leaders; people who provide personal 
services such as their hairdressers or CPAs; business owners and managers; and, of 
course, any known donors or philanthropists in their circles.  

When you add these new names, be sure to note which board member has the 
original relationship. Consider a field on your mailing data base: “Known by.” Then you 
can segment your mailings by board member, pulling out each board member’s contacts 
for a personal hand-written note. This is useful for personal invitations to events as well 
as for solicitations. 

I recommend that board members focus on two types of names for the mailing list:  

! VIPs (Very Important Prospects) are 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.  

The VIPs may also be the “sneezers” in your community, easily spreading the 
news about your organization. It is easy to find out who these people are in your 
community. Start here when building friends, connections, and donor prospects.  

VIP prospects should of course get special treatment in your mailing 
program, with personalized invitations to important meetings and events. When you 
are sending out solicitation appeals, always break this group out so you can tailor 
special requests to them for larger gift amounts.  
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! Friends. This is the place for all the other names within your board members’ social 
networks. You will want many, many people in your community on your Friends list.  

While they may more generic, less personalized mailings, they are no less 
important. You never know who may be deeply passionate about your cause. 
Here is where board members can add their neighbors, book clubs, social 
groups, church friends, and all the many people they know in the community.  

Remember, however, that the purpose of this activity is not just to create a list for 
solicitations; it is to expand your social capital and create a list of potential supporters, 
friends, and volunteers. If you introduce the project as a solicitation list, some board 
members will be reluctant to respond if they think it is for solicitation only.  

The real purpose is to expand your organization’s social networks in the community 
and introduce more and more people to your important mission. It is a target list of all 
the folks you want to support your organization’s work.  

Advice Visits: Searching for Hidden Gold 
A personal one-on-one meeting is my favorite way to introduce a person to my 

organization or favorite cause. I call this meeting the Advice Visit, because that is truly 
what I am after—advice.  

My only goal is for visiting this person is to ask them what they think of my project 
and ask for some serious guidance. I always appreciate other people’s thoughts about 
my causes, especially if the thinking comes from important potential donors with deep 
pockets! This visit is emphatically not about money.  

I don’t have a hold on all the best ideas, and I don’t know everyone who might be 
interested in my project or cause, or the people my volunteers might steer me to. It 
takes lots of people, all thinking together, offering lots of advice, to figure out how to 
put an organization smack in the middle of the entire community’s radar screen.  

There are several interesting metaphors for this valuable friendmaking and 
fundraising technique. In a way, Advice Visits are like treasure hunts, because when you 
get together personally with someone for an exploratory conversation, you are looking 
for treasure. As with all treasure hunts, you are not certain where and how to look, or 
whether there is any treasure to find. But if you are meeting with a community leader, 
chances are good that your visit will be highly productive.  

You could also look at the Advice Visit as if you were opening a box of chocolates, 
remembering Forrest Gump’s comment that “you never know what you are gonna get!” 
I have certainly had some surprises, but I do not think I have ever been disappointed in 
any Advice Visit I have undertaken. 

“I wish each Board member would schedule meetings with leaders of business/industry 
and go with me to make introductions and help me at least establish contact” —
Development Director 

“Can I Pick Your Brain?”; Advice Visits Can Open Important Doors  
My favorite way to open a door is a one-on-one private Advice Visit with someone 

who can help my nonprofit. This is a perfect opportunity to promote my cause and 
cultivate a potential donor in a direct, personal way.  
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Advice Visits are easy and even fun. In fact, I can’t think of a better door opener and 
cultivation tool around. 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. 

If you have ever read What Color is Your Parachute? —in my view, the best job 
hunting guide ever published—then you will appreciate this strategy. Parachute 
describes a meeting called the Informational Interview. It asserts that anybody will be 
willing to talk to you if you are seeking their advice and counsel.  

When you go to the interview, you are, in fact, genuinely seeking that advice—about 
careers in the case of job hunters, or about your very important cause if you are 
promoting a nonprofit.  

People are usually complimented when someone approaches just to ask for advice. 
You would 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, their regions, their country, and their world. You will find help where you 
seek it, and you will be particularly successful because you are not asking directly.  

You are merely setting up a situation in which the help can be offered if the person 
is so moved. In fact, you will probably be amazed at the person’s willingness to help 
you. 

Here is another reason I love the Advice Visit: The person I am talking/listening to 
invariably gives me an important lead or suggestion that will help me further my cause. 
Best of all, the person almost always offers to do something to help me.  

Aha! This offer to help is a great step forward.  

If the person offers to take any action on behalf of the cause, even if it is just a 
phone call, then guess what! They are involved! When someone acts to help your cause, 
then that person is becoming invested in your success! They become part of your team. 
They are putting themselves on the bandwagon. It is just so easy!  

 Ask them to meet with you to give their advice, and the next thing you know, they 
get excited and decide to become aligned with your cause and on your bandwagon. 
They will have done all this themselves, with very little nudging from you.  

If the person you are visiting is a potential major donor, note carefully her questions 
about your project. The questions she asks contain valuable information. Why? Because 
they indicate the direction of her inner thinking about your cause.  

I always pay careful attention to questions I receive during my Advice Visits. They 
may point to important opportunities I am missing, connections I need to make, or gaps 
in my case for support. They are also a window to my potential donor’s thinking about 
my project.  

I like to have my Advice Visits in a coffee shop or restaurant. It is always good to get 
out of the office environment into a more casual place. Morning coffees are easy to 
arrange now that they are part of many people’s schedules.  

Using the Elevator Speech to Get the Appointment 
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I manage to get Advice Visits by employing my very best elevator speech. I give just 
a teaser and then ask to take them out for coffee. Here is an example:  

I am friends with a well-known philanthropist in Raleigh. He is an attractive older 
gentleman, and we always have a good time when we get together. He likes to visit 
with me and is usually interested in what I am up to. I protect this relationship carefully, 
and do not go to him too often. When I do, it is important. 

For example, I might call him and say “Hi Frank! I am working on an interesting 
project to help transform a group of struggling high schools with high drop-out rates. 
We are just getting started and it is a big effort. Can I come pick your brain about this?” 

Frank will always say, come on! In fact, he usually makes a real effort to visit with 
me, even if he has to change his schedule. He knows from experience that the visit with 
me will be interesting and probably entertaining.  

Note the elevator speech above: a quick statement about the issue (What You Say); 
spoken enthusiastically (How to Say It), followed up with a Request to Meet in Person. 
Once I am in his office and get started, I carefully follow my Advice Visit Rules listed 
below. 

Rules for the Advice Visit 
When I make an Advice Visit, I have some inviolate rules to recommend. I 

developed these rules when I used to visit with very busy Wall Street types as Director 
of Development for the Kenan Flagler Business School.  

Rule One: Make Sure You Are Interesting, Not Boring 

As you tell your person about your cause and seek his advice, you should be 
watching carefully for his reaction. Your internal radar, so to speak, should be going 
round and round constantly.  

If your prospect seems to be not very interested in your cause, then you should not 
drag on. If you start to lose his attention, then change the subject or be out of there in 
a flash. You do not want the person to remember you as overstaying your welcome. If 
you are perceived as boring or droning on and on, you will never be welcomed back!  

Rule Two: Ask for a Short Appointment and Leave at the End of That Time 

Always practice good manners and get up to leave when you said you would. If your 
prospect is on a roll, talking and talking, and asks you to stay, then do so. But never 
overstay your welcome. When you are visiting an important and extremely busy person, 
nothing is worse than a well-meaning visitor who stays forever and will not shut up. The 
person gets labeled “tiresome” and that may be the kiss of death!  

If you are interesting and depart promptly, then your prospect will be much more 
likely to see you again when you come to call on him or her. I even like to leave 
deliberately when the person is not quite finished talking to me, even if he has warmed 
to the topic and has plenty more to say. Then, when you call for a follow-up visit, he will 
be happy, even eager to visit again, because he has more to say and knows you will not 
stay too long. 

Rule Three: Make Sure the Person You Visit Does as Much of the Talking as Possible 
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You are after his advice and thinking. Only tell him enough about your project to 
keep him interested. The important points are to share your personal passion and 
excitement for the cause and why you are personally involved. Then just ask questions, 
such as:  

! What do you think about the project?  

! What about the organization?  

! What about the need; is it real?  

! What interests you personally about the problem we are addressing?  

! What do you think our best strategy is?  

! Who else would be interested in hearing about this?  

! Who else can help us? 

! How can we get them on board?  

Then listen, listen, listen. Ask just enough questions to keep the conversation going.  

I once heard a remark at a cocktail party about a woman who was considered an 
excellent conversationalist. After she left a conversation, the person she was talking to 
said, “What an interesting person!” Do you know what this lady did? She only asked 
questions and got the other person to do the talking.  

You can go far by just asking great questions and then keeping your mouth shut. 
You will be amazed at what you will find out in the Advice Visit. But you won’t find it out 
if you are doing all the talking.  Many nonprofit supporters think they need to do a 
“pitch” when they have this visit.  A pitch is the last thing they should do. Instead, they 
should be quiet and listen.  

People will offer to do so many things for you! If they suggest a prominent person in 
the community whom you should approach, then always ask them if they will help open 
the door to that person. That way you will not be making a cold call; this influential 
person will be helping to make the introduction, in effect, blessing you and your cause. I 
guarantee you will find treasure in everyone you meet!  

Board Members Find These Rules for One-on-One Advice Visits To Be a Relief 

Board members are usually quite happy to find out that they do not need to be 
prepared for an endless, detailed presentation. They are comfortable with the idea of 
seeking advice and input. After all, they are the community representatives on the 
board.  

It is totally appropriate for them to be asking other community leaders for their best 
thinking on how to achieve the organization’s goals. They do not have to present a 
detailed case for support in order to be effective personal advocates for the cause.  

If you equip board members with these guidelines for Advice Visits, you will be 
surprised at the energy and gusto with which they will tackle meeting with their friends, 
associates, and community leaders. They had been thinking that if they made any 
personal calls, they were supposed to be asking for money. Not at all!  

You will find that they actually like these visits. Just be sure they file a call report of 
some type after the visit, even if it is only a quick e-mail back to the staff letting them 
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know the key issues that were covered and, most importantly, what follow-up actions 
are needed. 

Good follow-up is vital! Otherwise the interest and energy developed during the visit 
may go to waste. It will fade from the person’s radar screen. As social capital experts 
note, a person’s social network disintegrates if it is not refreshed and kept up to date. 

If your board members take on Advice Visits with vigor, they will become actively 
engaged in bringing their own friends into the fold as well as VIP community leaders 
whom they know.  

As they take on their appropriate role as personal advocates for your mission, they 
will help expand your organization’s social capital, making valuable friends and contacts 
who will be willing to help you out in many different ways.  

Gathering Friends with Small Socials  
In addition to private one-on-one Advice Visits, your board members can help 

organize and host group meetings to spread the word about your cause.  

Socials and group events do not involve the prospective friends and donors as 
directly as Advice Visits, but they do offer the chance to connect with larger numbers of 
interested potential supporters. You can expand your community relationships and make 
friends faster—although not as in depth—through group socials.  

 A Small Social can take several formats. It can be a coffee, a tea, dinner, or 
cocktails. It can be breakfast meetings or luncheons with several people. It can include 
from three or four people to over one hundred.  

The Small Social can take place just about anywhere: in a restaurant, a coffee shop, 
a board member’s office or home, on a front porch, or at your organization’s offices. The 
point of the Small Social is that it is a group event and requires a special format in order 
to be successful.  

 There are 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.  

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 introduce people to your 
organization or, if they already know you, to fire them up and involve them in your 
mission. Your goal is to bring them closer to your group and its work.  

Should you ask for financial support at a small social, especially if your main goal is 
to raise friends, not necessarily money? A soft appeal for financial support is okay, but it 
is not the focus of the event—and the request can throw the event’s entire tone off 
kilter if it is not done carefully. I prefer to take the slow road and keep the solicitation 
out of the picture, if you are trying to develop long-term relationships with people who 
can be potential major donors.  
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I remind eager board members who want to solicit, that it’s just like trying to move 
too quickly on the first date. You don’t want to move things too quickly.  Taking things 
more slowly works out getter long term.  To rush right into soliciting makes people feel 
like all you want out of them is their money, and they are right!  

Experienced fundraisers know that fundraising success today depends on what you 
did 6 to 12 months ago. There is a long lead time that cannot be ignored. And the faster 
you ask for money, the less you will raise.    

 If you feel it is appropriate to ask for financial help at a Small Social, be sure you 
are passionate about addressing the need. Be sure the conversation is about correcting 
social ills in your community, not about money. 

The last rule for small socials is that you must plan your follow-up before the 
event. What will you do to continue to connect these new friends to your organization?  

Please do not even think about having an event like this unless you know exactly 
how you will follow it up and are sure that you have the staff or board members ready 
to make follow-up calls.  

I have heard too many sad tales of brilliant cultivation events staged by worthy 
causes, full of powerful and influential people who could help the organizations fly high; 
regrettably, no follow-up ever occurred.  

Board and staff members may go all out to get the right folks to their big social 
event.  Then when it is over, they find themselves too exhausted or unorganized to 
tackle the hard work of the next step – face to face conversations or Advice Visits with 
the VIP’s who attended.  

Terry Axelrod, in Raise More Money, calls this type of Small Social gathering a Free 
Feel-Good Event (but only if it does not include a solicitation). Although I will not use 
this “feel-good” term in front of my guests, I will use it with my board members so they 
can understand exactly what we are after.  

Another matter of word choice: I don’t like to call these socials “events.” What would 
you rather attend: a porch party at someone’s home, or an event? Even calling it a 
“wine and cheese reception,” stale and overused as that phrase is, sounds more 
interesting than the word “event.”  

Be careful with your wording: what you say helps to “brand” your events as fun or 
not. And do remember that most people would rather spend their free time doing 
something enjoyable, rather than something that sounds a bit too earnest and hard-
hitting. I would prefer to attend a “social,” than an “event.” How about you?  

The goal of throwing the party is to be interesting and provocative about your cause, 
while at the same time helping people to enjoy themselves. We all take fundraising too 
seriously sometimes, but our prospects do not. 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! 

What Type of Small Social Gathering?  
If you want to approach a society crowd, you might best consider drinks or cocktails 

at someone’s home. If you are connecting with corporate leaders, then coffees or 
lunches would be more appropriate.  
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Being a Southerner, I understand that many Southern social networks are based on 
two things: story telling and having a little drink. I often invite friends over to have a 
glass of wine on my front porch and hear about my latest project, favorite community 
issue, or political cause.  

When I combine what Southerners like the most—the drink and the story (not to 
mention the porch) —we can have a good time and still get serious about how to make 
a real difference to our community. 

A Small-Social Example 

When I served on the board of Raleigh’s now world-class Carolina Ballet, we hired an 
outstanding new artistic director, Robert Weiss. As a board member, I hosted a casual 
cocktail “porch party” to introduce him to some of the movers and shakers in Raleigh.  

My guests were pleased to come; they wanted the chance to meet someone the 
whole community was talking about, before many others in the community had met 
him. People like to be in the know, and my friends enjoyed being among the first to 
meet a major new artistic leader in town.  

From the Ballet’s perspective, the Small Social porch party gave us an opportunity to 
build relationships with a key group of important potential supporters. Some of the 
people who came to that porch party eventually became board members and donors to 
the Ballet. However, money was not what I was after that afternoon. I wanted to open 
doors, by making introductions and creating new friends.  

My role as a board member in hosting the event was merely to identify important 
people I wanted to involve with the Ballet and introduce them to the Artistic Director. 
His smart staff did the rest. I was not involved in soliciting, only in organizing a little 
gathering. My role was to do some friendraising and get more folks interested in and 
excited about the Ballet.  

About 30 people attended, and 30 more could not come but looked forward to 
meeting Robert Weiss another time. We added everyone there to our bandwagon that 
evening and identified just as many more people who would be getting involved in the 
future.  

Remember, just the act of inviting people helps put your organization on their 
personal radar screen. Even if they do not attend the party, they did receive the 
invitation, which is clearly a bit of personal marketing for your organization. When you 
are sending out personal invitations to socials, it helps to remember that the invitation 
alone is an important tool to connect new people to your organization.  

Don’t think that the energy you put into the invitation and the list is wasted because 
fewer people actually attended than you expected.  Everyone who received the 
invitation got a bit of snazzy marketing in their mailbox promoting your organization on 
their personal radar screen.  

How to Stage a Small Social  
The program for a Small Social involves three steps: the Volunteer’s Welcome, the 

Staff’s Message, and the Follow-Up. This entire sequence should only last about 15 
minutes, especially if people are standing up while they listen. Any longer and you will 
lose people as they drift away to the corners or into another room.  
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Staging a Small Social Step One: The Volunteer’s Welcome  

Here is a chance for the volunteer to speak from her heart and tell her friends why 
she is involved with your organization. The Volunteer’s Welcome is very powerful. It 
should be easy for the volunteer/host to give this speech because he or she does not 
have to do a presentation about the organization; instead, the volunteer gets to tell his 
or her personal story. 

We all, as smart fundraisers, know the personal story is more powerful than any 
facts, figures, or formal presentation about the organization. The volunteer’s story is 
more important than the staff’s, because a volunteer is involved only out of the 
goodness of his heart, only because he cares. As we discussed earlier, volunteers come 
from the high moral ground of caring about their community and are “cleaner” than the 
staff.  

When I am attending such an event, I am frankly more interested in why a volunteer 
thinks this project is important and meaningful to the community than I am in hearing 
from the staff. The volunteer’s story is usually more compelling and interesting to listen 
to and tends to grab me emotionally.  

Staging a Small Social Step Two: The CEO’s Message  

Here is the chance for your CEO to shine. Your CEO is your organization’s leader and 
gets to show up as visionary and inspirational. Her talk needs to be short and sweet, ten 
minutes max. It needs to be big picture or nothing at all.  

Too often, the CEO’s presentation is too dry and factual. I can understand this 
because the staff deals head-on every day with the powerful emotional experience of 
their real work in the community.  

I find that because of the constant emotional demands on them, CEOs typically need 
to distance themselves a bit from their heartstrings. As a result, sometimes their 
presentations come across a bit more businesslike and less from the heart than those of 
the volunteers.  

Staff leaders may be passionate people, yet when speaking about their organization, 
they can shift into a more professional, clinical tone that emphasizes programs instead 
of the results their organization achieves through its good work in the community.  

“In the Real World” 

I was working with a community health clinic that serves the homeless, disadvantaged, 
and needy populations of the region. To see the people coming to the clinic could break 
your heart, wonderful folks with dignity and pride, driving rusted cars, but old-fashioned 
enough to be wearing their Sunday best to go to see the doctor.  

The PowerPoint presentation the staff gave about their work was full of pictures of 
buildings with square footage, photos of doctors and nurses, and more buildings. There 
was little about the people the clinic treated. 

We redid the presentation to simply tell stories. Stories from the doctors’, the 
patients’, and the staff’s perspectives. Stories that could bring you to tears and touch 
you deeply. My client was now ready to go out into the community and show, effectively 
and passionately, the great work her group does. 
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The CEO has the limelight for a few minutes to deliver a high-impact message about 
your organization that conveys passion and urgency. Think Martin Luther King’s “I have 
a dream” speech. Think of any of the most rousing speeches you ever heard; that is the 
spirit needed in the CEO’s message. “It is well worth taking the time to craft it well,” 
says Terry Axelrod, “and to coach the (CEO) to deliver the talk powerfully. . . . It needs 
to clearly convey ‘the gap’ between where your organization is now and where you need 
to go to fulfill the next phase of your mission.” 

Here are key points about the CEO’s Message:  

! Tell them about the IMPACT the organization is having on the community. 
How are people benefiting from your work? Show the difference your organization is 
making in the city, in the region, and in the world.  

! Use stories. Paint a picture of your nonprofit with stories that can graphically and 
emotionally illustrate the need your organization addresses. Stories are easier for 
people to remember than facts.  

! Use emotion. Be willing to wear your heart on your sleeve. Above all, be 
passionate! Explain the urgency of the situation. Be willing to use colorful language. 
Remember that people give money out of emotion.  

! Talk about the need. This is why your organization exists: to help fill an urgent 
community need. Tell about the people who are suffering, until you can see your 
audience react with emotion. The bad situation you describe is why you so much 
want their help.  

You can feel confident that, once you have gotten the need across to them, your 
audience and your community are going to want to help you. And they will.  

! Build credibility. These days Americans have less trust in nonprofit institutions 
than they once did. A 2006 poll by the United Way found that only 51% of 
Americans trust nonprofits to do what they say they are doing to do with donations 
they receive. .  

The Brookings Institution found that only 11% of Americans believe that 
nonprofits do a very good job of spending money wisely. If your organization has 
been around for a decade or more with an unblemished track record of service to 
the community, then you have enormous credibility. People will feel you have earned 
their trust.  

! Share your dream for the future. Where is your organization going? Where 
do you see yourself heading? What are the needs you are not able to fill? What are 
your dreams? Don’t use jargon like “unmet needs”; that kind of language is too far 
removed from the urgency of what is happening out there on the street.  

Approach the talk as if you are certain your audience is going to be as 
concerned as you are and as interested in a better future. You know they want to 
see their community whole and healthy. Expect that they are already sold and just 
need a bit of cheerleading. Tell them how they can help.  

! Present a clear request for assistance. The call to action is the most important 
part of your talk. You will need to tell them exactly how they can help. Why are they 
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there? What specifically do you want them to do? Get them to take some action to 
support you.  

Wanting to take action to help each other is a fundamental part of being human. In 
fact, even Charles Darwin (the author of a major theory based on scarcity, not 
abundance) concluded that human beings are biologically inclined to help each other.  

So call your audience to action: “We need friends out there in the community to help 
spread the word about this situation.  This problem is not going to be solved with our 
current group of supporters, board members, and volunteers alone. It is too important 
to be left to just us. We need the whole community up in arms to help out!” 

Then offer a short list of how your organization needs help, and be as specific as 
possible. Do not suggest more than three things they can do.  

You might say, “We need you to do three things: First, write a letter to the editor of 
the newspaper. Two, come volunteer this month. Three: Host a small social like this one 
to help us reach more people. Our goal is to have a small social event every month this 
year. Please help us reach this goal. We need hosts for July and September; can you be 
a host?” In a context like this one, you could also seamlessly add a request for a 
contribution, as just one more example of your need for help. 

Staging a Small Social Step Three: Follow-Up, the Most Important Action of All  

Why have an event at all if there is no plan or staff to follow up with the people who 
attend? But this happens all the time; nonprofits work hard to bring major community 
leaders to their events. These dignitaries start to get excited about the cause, but then 
nothing happens for months to remind them about the organization. The excitement and 
momentum that was generated gradually fades away.  

Sometimes clients will say to me, “Why should we have a cultivation event? We had 
a great one last year but nothing ever came of it.” When I ask why, I find out that the 
follow-up for the event was weak, or got pushed aside because of more pressing 
organizational priorities.  

Two years ago, a client held a remarkably successful gala, led by board members, 
featuring the president of a country as keynote speaker. The event raised $100,000. To 
this day group leaders are unsure whether there were any tangible long-term 
fundraising results from the gala. The Deputy Director mused recently about the event:  

One could certainly argue that our positioning with donors was improved (getting a 
major country president to speak at your event is no small task); our image as an 
organization was enhanced, but other than raising $100,000, which was great, did it 
bring in anything major subsequently? I would argue no. And that is a whole lot of 
work for $100,000. Maybe energies could have been better spent cultivating a major 
gift in the $1 million range, or more. These are the kinds of trade-offs and decisions 
that need to be made when deciding where to put our board and staff energy and 
resources. Was the event lovely? Yes. Will some people remember it? Yes. But I am 
not sure that translated into any real long-term strategic fundraising benefit. 

My client is considering a common problem we all face with enthusiastic boards that 
tend to think in terms of events: is it all really worth it? Can’t we raise the money more 
efficiently by focusing on major gifts?  
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Of course the answer is yes! With better follow-up, perhaps staff or board members 
could have used the event as a springboard to cultivate an important group of prospects 
for major gifts. But the organization did not have staff assigned to focus on individuals 
for major gifts, so the follow-up never happened.  

What is appropriate follow up? Here is where staff and board can work together 
and share responsibility for follow-up calls.  

The first thing to do is to prioritize the list of calls to be made. There should be a 
“must call” list and a “would like to call” list—broken down along the lines of the VIP and 
Friends mailing lists we described earlier.  

Any donors who are currently considering funding requests from your organization 
should be among the first called. For example, if you have a proposal in to a foundation 
or corporation, be sure to call their representatives who attended first.  

Or, if you are trying to obtain an appropriation from the state legislature and several 
elected officials attend your event, follow up and thank them first.  

Follow-up can be done in three ways: phone calls, personal visits, or an invitation to 
a second event. All these help to keep your organization and the recent event’s 
excitement fresh in the mind of your guest/prospect.  

A simple phone call is easy. A board or staff member can call and ask the magic, 
open-ended question: “What were your impressions of the event?” This question is the 
golden key to finding out what is going on inside your prospective donors’ hearts and 
minds. It is open-ended enough to offer a safe platform for whatever comment your 
prospect wants to make.  

I love this question. It has helped me many a time with prospects. When I was not 
sure about the next step or where the person’s real interest was, I could always rely on 
this simple question. It has saved my day when I did not know what to say, or was 
having trouble getting the prospect to talk to me. Ask the question and presto, you are 
off and running with the prospect in the lead.  

You can make a follow-up personal visit if needed. Say an important philanthropist 
has attended your gala and appeared to be impressed by the event and your cause. 
Now the door is open for an Advice Visit with this person, which will move you into a 
closer relationship. 

If you miss the opportunity to make follow-up phone calls or personal visits, be sure 
the person is touched in some way by your organization within the first few months 
after the event. You can send out a newsletter with a personal note signed by a board 
member, or a personalized invitation to another event. 

Follow-up is like spinning plates on sticks. One of my early mentors at Duke 
University had a great metaphor for following up. He described the process of cultivating 
major donors as much like the performance of the guy on the old Ed Sullivan show who 
would spin lots of plates up in the air on sticks.  

He would run back and forth putting a little spin on plates that were getting wobbly. 
When all the plates were spinning around fast, he would take a breather to add yet 
another plate spinning in the air. When he was ready, he would stop one and take it off 
the stick.  
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Cultivating major donors is like this. You have to give enough personalized attention 
to each individual donor: keep each one’s plate spinning on a stick. Note that you can 
only handle a certain number before the quality of your attention drops and a plate falls. 
Face time is a vital element of cultivating major donors – and it takes time to make 
personal visit and calls. When a donor is involved, excited, and ready to give, then you 
can stop spinning and catch a plate. 

Follow-Up Cards Are Important! 

Remember to hand out Follow-up Cards for every gathering you hold. This lets the 
attendees self-select whether they want any follow-up communication or not. Follow-up 
cards are important because they help you get the prospect’s permission to 
communicate with him or her personally.  

Follow-Up Cards should:  

Capture the person’s contact information, including phone and e-mail address.  

Ask what most interested him personally about your organization and its 

mission.  

Ask who else he knows who would be interested in your organization, and 

would he be willing to help make an introduction to this person?  

Give him some boxes to check off. Would you like to:  

o Join our mailing list? 

o Hold a Small Social of your own? 

o Make a contribution for $_________ to help us accomplish XY or Z 
(you fill it in)? 

o Volunteer?  

o Host a tour?  

o Other___________________________? 

Mission-Focused Tours Illustrate Your Good Work  
Carefully scripted tours of your organization are a powerful way to tell everyone you 

can about your organization’s good work and to illustrate unmet needs in the community 
graphically. The tour lets your work speak for itself.  

Your guests will hear staff members or even clients/students/stakeholders express in 
their own words their personal first-hand experience of your organization’s mission—and 
the good it does—in the community.  

My recommendations for Mission-Focused Tours borrow heavily from Terry Axelrod’s 
Point of Entry concept in her Raise More Money fundraising model. With a bow to 
Axelrod, here is my own twist on her legendary work.  
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The tour I am recommending has highly specific steps: you will plan ahead to 
identify each person who will be speaking and script them on what they will be saying.  

This tour should move quickly, with each person who presents not talking for more 
than a few minutes each. Once you get the format for the tour set, don’t vary it—and 
offer it repeatedly to every member of your community that you can get in the door, 
particularly prospective donors and community leaders.  

If you decide to launch a tour, make it into an entire project. Stage it over and over.  
Create goals for the number of people you want to have coming through each month.  

Identify the staff member(s) who will take responsibility for arranging the tours and 
for the follow-up. Running these tours can be a big staff commitment, particularly 
because you should do excellent follow-up or no tours at all! If they are done effectively, 
however, they will provide enormous benefits to your nonprofit.  

The tour should only last for exactly one hour. People are busy, and they are more 
willing to attend if you promise just this short amount of time.  

If you want to have as many major community leaders come through as possible, 
then you should get the word out that your tour/presentation is short, sweet, and 
powerful. The time limits will force you to be both cogent and compelling—quite an 
exercise, but certainly worth it in the long run!  

As for scheduling, I suggest that you select a particular day or days of the week, at a 
certain time of the day, and run the tour weekly if possible. For example, each 
Wednesday afternoon at 2 PM, your staff could be prepared to expect a tour, and 
hopefully you will have guests coming through. Or you could run the tour on several 
afternoons, again at a certain time and following a certain format, if your staff can 
handle this.  

For example, at a local rescue mission, we set up a tour to run every Wednesday at 
11 AM. The staff was prepared every Wednesday to host a tour, so board members 
could easily find a time to bring over their friends and acquaintances.  

We knew that 11:30 was the time when the homeless children in the child care 
center were saying grace over their lunch. Now that would break your heart to see!  

A few days before the tour, the person who issued the invitation should always 
follow up with guests who are planning to come. That call on the day before the tour 
will help keep it on their priority list, and it is an absolute must. The inviter may also 
offer to pick up his guests and bring them over.  

Your tour should follow this format:  

Greeting the Guests. Gather guests in a conference room and offer them 
refreshments while they sign in and chat with each other. Welcome them with 
coffee or refreshments. Have someone sign people in, and make name tags for 
them. Ask them to come 10 minutes early so you can start the tour exactly on 
time.  

The Volunteer’s Welcome. A volunteer host should welcome everyone, speaking for 
two or three minutes. That person should share why she is here today and why 
she is personally involved in your organization. I like for the volunteer hosts to 
be board members when possible. 
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 I have described in detail the Volunteer’s Welcome in my previous outline for 
Small Socials. You can follow the exact same guidelines: the volunteer speaks 
from the heart and tells guests simply why she cares enough about this 
organization to be there today.  

Her story is more powerful than any facts and presentation you can make, 
because she is saying not what you do but why it is important. Remember that 
the major reason the volunteer is more powerful than the staff is because she is 
involved only out of the goodness of her heart.  

You should at all times have a volunteer with you for these tours. It 
strengthens the presentation immeasurably, because you have someone along 
who simply cares a lot and is not paid.  

Here is a deeply moving story about a Volunteer’s Welcome for a tour. 

I was helping a client, a small college, launch its first major capital campaign. The 
college was in rural North Carolina and tended to educate local kids, right off the farm, 
who did not have the resources to go far away to college. But these great kids really 
wanted an education so they could better themselves in life.  

To create a successful Campaign Cabinet, we worked for almost a year to enlist the 
best, most powerful leaders in that part of the state. We were successful: we had the 
largest landowners in the area, all the important political leaders, the owner of the third 
largest bank in the state—a top-notch group of influential leaders who wanted to help 
the college raise money. 

To introduce our case for support, we created a carefully scripted tour of the college, 
complete with student testimonials and all the right mission moments. For the first tour, 
we decided to take the entire Campaign Cabinet around the campus.  

I needed a Volunteer’s Welcome, so I asked a college trustee who was on the 
Executive Committee of the Campaign to open and welcome the group. I asked him to 
share why he cared enough to serve on the board and on the Campaign Cabinet.  

The trustee stood up for his welcome. This wonderful gentleman, now a wealthy real 
estate developer and donor, suddenly remembered how he had felt back when he 
graduated from high school and didn’t have enough money to go to college. He 
remembered how badly he wanted to get off the farm and make something of himself 
and what that college education could mean to him.  

The dear gentleman broke up with emotion as he remembered his own longing to go 
to college. He could barely talk. Here was the perfect illustration, in flesh and blood, of 
this little college’s wonderful mission in the world: to help kids help themselves. No story 
could have been more powerful.  

Of course, I was in the back of the room saying, thank you God, for providing such a 
personal, evocative and moving mission moment for this little college. 

The CEO’s Message. This is the chance for your CEO to be inspirational and engaging. 
Follow the format for the CEO’s message that I described earlier for Small 
Socials. The CEO can give the same talk as in a Small Social; however, this 
presentation will be more dramatic and easier to deliver because the guests will 
be right in the middle of your organization’s activities. They will be able to see 
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for themselves the powerful work your nonprofit does in addressing important 
community needs.  

The Tour Itself. Decide which areas to visit and which staff members, volunteers, or 
clients/students/participants might be the most powerful for visitors to see and 
hear. Be sure to have staff from different lines of work tell their own story in 
their own words. Also make certain that you carefully rehearse everyone who 
attends the tour. Your staff members must be willing to be coached repeatedly 
so they emphasize the right points. Remember: it is more difficult to speak 
cogently for 3 minutes than it is for 20 minutes! Be sure to end the tour on time.  

Follow-Up. There are two types of follow-up to a tour, and both are important. First, 
you should have all guests fill out a Follow-Up Card, as we described above, and 
then you must personally contact each person within a week of their visit.  

Your guests will be moved and interested after the tour. You will need to tell 
them exactly how they can help your organization. Just knowing about your 
organization’s great work is one thing, but you should also ask them to take 
some specific action on your behalf.  

As I have described earlier, you can say, “We need friends out there in the 
community to help spread the word about this situation. We really need your 
help! This problem is not going to be solved with our current group of 
supporters, board members, and volunteers alone. It is too important. We need 
the whole community up in arms to help out! We need people to do the following 
things:” and give them no more than three options.  

o The Follow-Up Card. Ask guests to sign a Follow-Up Card that captures their address 
and other contact information and lets them check off possible subsequent activities. 
Offer on the card a short list of ways your organization needs help; be as specific as 
possible. Ask the same information as I suggested on the followup card for Small Socials:  

o Capture the person’s contact information, including phone and e-mail address.  

o Ask what most interested him personally about your organization and its mission.  

o Ask who else he knows who would be interested in your organization, and would 
he be willing to help make an introduction to this person?  

o Give him some boxes to check off. Would you like to:  

! Join our mailing list? 

! Hold a Small Social of your own? 

! Make a contribution for $_________ to help us accomplish XY or Z (you 
fill it in)? 

! Volunteer?  

! Host a tour?  

! Other______ 
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o Personal Follow-Up. It is imperative to have a personal phone call or 
conversation with each tour guest within a week to get their feedback and to 
continue the communication that was begun with the tour.  
It is as easy as saying “what were your impressions of the tour?”, as we discussed 
before for Small Socials. The person who makes this call can be staff or 
volunteer. Whoever calls must be ready to implement specific follow-up activities 
with the guest.  
When you make the follow-up phone call, you are looking for a good read on the 
prospective donor. How did he react? What intrigued him the most? You are 
looking for his interests and for the parts of the tour that spoke to him most 
personally. Your goal, of course, is to try to match his interests with your 
organization’s needs. 

When a guest offers a contact or makes a suggestion, follow through 
impeccably. Ask for more people who should come on a tour. Perhaps ask them 
to host a group of their own friends on a tour. Find lots of reasons to have more 
contact with that person. This is the beginning of a long-term relationship with 
your tour guests to turn them into donors and supporters.  

Remember that follow-up is the most important part of a tour. If you cannot 
handle superlative follow-up, do not have the tours. You will just be opening 
doors that may close again in a couple of months. At the minimum, tour guests 
should go on your mailing list for future solicitations. They will probably be 
expecting that type of follow-up!  

Here’s a great story illustrating the followup from a tour. I was working with a 
Rescue Mission on a capital campaign to build a new wing for homeless women and 
children.   

It happened that one of the original founders of the Rescue Mission was on his 
deathbed. He was a wonderful man, very successful and respected in the community.  is 
family had a foundation which made grants to community causes but the Rescue Mission 
had lost touch with the family over the years.  We were hoping that through the tours, 
we could reestablish contact with the family. Our hope was actually to ask the family to 
name the new wing in honor of their patriarch, the founder of the Mission. 

We established a tour of the Rescue Mission to tell the story of our great work 
helping the homeless in the community.  We invited this gentleman’s sons to come on a 
tour.  Happily one of the sons came and was very impressed with our presentation.  

 Of all things, after the tour, I found myself walking out of the door with the son.  
All right, I said to myself! So I asked my trusty all-purpose question:  “what were your 
impressions of the tour?” 

“Oh, my” he went on and on about how impressed he was with the organization 
and its plans. We had a nice conversation there on the steps of the Mission. In the 
course of our talk, I was eventually able to ask him about the possibility of the family 
considering the naming of the new wing.  He asked me to bring a proposal to him the 
next week and told me the family would certainly want to consider it.  
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Other Ways a Board Member Can Introduce Someone to Your Organization 
In addition to talking up the organization, adding friends to the mailing list, going on 

Advice Visits, hosting Small Socials or Tours, there will always be additional ways a 
board member can open the door, introduce someone new to your organization, and 
help cultivate a relationship with that prospect.  

Resourceful fundraisers and trustees can come up with additional creative ways to 
forge connections with potential donors and make connections with new friends. A 
board member can, for example:  

! Send a note or a letter to their friend introducing the organization. 

! Call their friend on the phone to ask their advice or to introduce your organization.  

! Set up a meeting or lunch for the CEO to get to know their friend.   

! Sign a letter to the person introducing the CEO or Development Director and asking 
for a meeting. 

! Invite the friend to an event, and be sure to bring the person with them to the 
event.  

! If it is a fundraising event, encourage them to be generous with buying raffle tickets 
and/or auction items! 

! If the person is on the board of a foundation, the board member can send a letter in 
support of a current proposal or set up a visit for you to meet them.  

! For board members who are unsure, perhaps they can wait until they “run into” the 
prospect; then they can deliver their elevator speech and ask for an Advice Visit. 

 Board Members in Action: Success Stories 
From the Children’s Theatre of Charlotte, here is a story about a board member who 

was too nervous to be involved in any corporate solicitations and how she connected 
with her friend who was a local corporate CEO—with great results: 

“We had a dedicated board member who was a stay-at-home mom. She made it 
very clear that she could never take on a corporate relationship; her comfort level and 
focus was to be an enthusiastic solicitor of individual donors.  

A few days after a board meeting in which I presented a list of corporate prospects, 
she mustered up the courage to call me and let me know she knew the CEO of one of 
these companies quite well. I thanked her and asked, "How are you willing to utilize this 
relationship?"  

She said, ‘well . . . maybe I could sign a letter . . . .’ I said, ‘That's great!’ and 
promptly had one prepared for the prospect, along with a package of information about 
the Theatre.  

The CEO e-mailed her a few days later to let her know he had received it, that he 
thought very highly of our organization, and wanted to know how he could help. She 
forwarded the e-mail to me with the message: "What do I do now!?" We again talked 
through her relationship with him and came up with a plan that was on the edge of her 
comfort level, but she moved forward with a request for financial support (and lived to 
tell about it!)  
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He made a commitment that the company would support our organization—not 
specifying an amount—and she thanked him. Within 48 hours we received a check for 
$10,000 from the company, making the gift in honor of our (brave!) board member. She 
was flabbergasted!  

This was a particularly rewarding story to tell at our next board meeting for a 
number of reasons: great affirmation for our board member . . . a fabulous gift to our 
campaign . . . and a clear signal that development really is all about relationships.” 

—Linda Reynolds, Director of Development 

Here is a success story from author Linda Lysakowski of involving board members in 
identifying capital campaign prospects. 

“A lesson I learned early in my fundraising career is to never judge a book by its 
cover. I know, we all learned that in elementary school, right? But how quickly we forget 
those lessons of our childhood when we get caught up in the world of major donors, 
high rollers, and movers and shakers. In my consulting practice, I have never ceased to 
be amazed at the number of contacts that have been made through the most unlikely 
sources.  

One of the most dramatic of these was a quiet young woman, chair of the board of a 
small human service agency, who was a factory worker and not someone that would be 
likely to have connections with the community’s movers and shakers.  

Her organization, however, was getting ready to launch a capital campaign; during 
the screening process, several names of people in the community were being considered 
for the lead gift to the campaign.  

As we went through the list, asking who might have a connection to these people, 
the board chair was, as usual, pretty quiet until we got to the name of one of the 
community’s leading philanthropists. I had secretly been hoping that someone, anyone, 
on the board, might have a distant connection to this person. Imagine my surprise when 
the board chair spoke up, ‘Oh, I guess I could contact him, he is my brother-in-law.’  

From that time on, I was careful to include all the board members in the major 
donor screening process, knowing that sometimes the least likely person may be sitting 
there not realizing they have these fabulous connections until the list is reviewed.” 

 
—Linda Lysakowski 

Here is a story of a Small Social from the North Carolina Writers Network. Like many 
fundraising events, it was wonderfully successful, even if it was exhausting for staff: 

“At the North Carolina Writers’ Network, we had tremendous success in the last year 
with a new fundraising event that our board members conceived and implemented. 
Because this event took place in someone’s home and had themes and/or elements 
outside our usual area, it had big-time appeal.  

We had a Southern supper at twilight held at a beautiful, historic home. Besides the 
cachet of a large and famous place, there was the lovely dinner and grounds with 12 
famous featured writers. There were book sales, signings, and readings from our 
authors. It was a perfect September evening.  

Editor� 11/26/06 9:50 PM
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At $100 per person, we sold out , and folks could not sign up fast enough! (Sponsors 
had already covered our costs.) The only negative was that it was so huge and 
exhausting that our staff was stretched almost to the breaking point, which they were 
not prepared for. So we will do things differently next time, and get more help, 

Lessons learned: there are lots of folks out there who will support us if we give them 
a fun event on their terms, not just our terms. 

—Cynthia Barnett, Executive Director 

“In the Real World” 

Here is a success story of board members actively raising $130,000 for an annual 
campaign for a Communities in Schools organization. 

“1. First we researched bigger gift donors. 

2. At a board meeting, lists of those donors were put on the walls with space for board 
members to sign up. 

3. Because of the success of our Hockey Team, the Hurricanes, we called the campaign 
the "Power Play."  

4. We named team captains, and during that spring board meeting, board members 
signed their name to a team of their choice. The competition began to see which 
team "won," with the most dollars raised. 

5. We held a kick-off major event with a local radio personality, radio voice of the 
Canes, as the MC.  

6. Our Development Director prepared scripts and follow-up suggestions, and we made 
sure that every donor was promptly thanked and that the board was 
continuously apprised of donations and which team was "in the lead." 

7. It was a four-week campaign. With the Board actively pursuing their contacts, we 
raised $130,000 in four weeks! 

What we learned: 

1. Every board member is a "member" of the Resource Development Committee, as 
each board member is asked to give a "personally significant gift" as well as 
assist in fundraising. 

2. The competitive nature of the campaign made it fun for the board. 

3-.Members not only contacted former donors but sought out funds from their suppliers, 
customers, and others, so as to enlarge our donor list and pool.” 

—Susan Hansell, Executive Director  

 


