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Building a High Revenue Major Gifts Program – Overcome the 5 
Hurdles that are Holding You Back 

Gail Perry: Good afternoon everybody in the world. I want to welcome you today to building a high 
revenue major gift program, overcome the five hurdles that are holding you back. I'm 
going to give you an overview of what it takes to successfully land major gifts for your 
organization today. My name is Gail Perry, and you probably know a little bit about me if 
you are attending this webinar. I've helped raise over $500 million and we're heading to 
close to $1 billion at this point. I've served on 24 boards. I've led or coached over 50 
capital campaigns. I'm one of America's top fundraising experts, and I want to welcome 
you today.  

 Also, could you please find the question box on the Go To Webinar control panel, and 
say hello and tell me where you are and what your organization is because I'd love to 
see just who's here. It's quite a wonderful nonprofit community. Let me know if you can 
hear me okay. How's the web cam? Is everything working for you? I'm just going to open 
up the question box here. Jenn, J-E-N-N at GailPerry.com. Excuse me one sec. She's our 
technical assistant today, and she [inaudible 00:01:27] whatever we need to help you. 
Email Jenn if you have any tech issues. Caroline's here from Blue Ridge Conservancy in 
beautiful Boone, North Carolina. Caroline, I think I got a mass appeal letter from you 
yesterday in the mail. I guess I better respond, right?  

 I see some foundation people are here. Wonderful. Oakland, California. All right. Hello, 
hello, and welcome and welcome. Thank you our friends in Oshkosh and Milwaukee and 
everybody in between. Welcome, welcome. The Paws Assistance Program in Naples. Hi 
everybody. Let us move forward. I want to go over what we're going to talk about today. 
First of all, I hope we have board members and CEOs with us today because I'm going to 
talk about why major gifts are the most effective way for your organization to raise the 
money it needs, period. Hands down. I'm going to start with also some attitude 
adjustment because I absolutely believe that what really is holding all of us back from 
raising major gifts is our own mindset and our own attitudes. We're going to do some 
attitude adjustments. 

 I'm going to give you tips on how to get the whole organization onboard the major gift 
change. Particularly we're going to talk about how to create the time for major gift 
fundraising which is a huge challenge. I'll share with you some easy ways to engage 
board members and we'll talk about structure, the two essential systems you have to 
have if you really want to have a major gift program. I want to float out the idea of game 
changing major gifts for your organization. What would it take to be game changing for 
a gift for you? People want to know what size is the typical major gift, and I want to tell 
you that it depends on your organization's budget. It depends on your donor base. It 
could be that $1,000 is a major gift for you. 

 Many organizations have a major gift to be more $10,000 or $25,000, but it just really 
depends on your fundraising programs and what works for you in terms of priorities 
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because we're going to talk about how to prioritize your top prospects so you can focus 
on them very personally. I wanted to say hello again. By the way, I'm going to hold a lot 
of the questions until the end of the webinar because I have a lot of content and I'm just 
going to check the question box again because there were a lot of questions, I did this 
webinar on Tuesday as well. Also, just know that I'm a pretty casual presenter, and I like 
to tell stories, but I'm going to give you an hour of serious content. The best way to get 
the most out of a webinar like this is to have your pen and pencil ready. 

 I know you want to take notes, but take notes for your action items or take notes for 
things you want to discuss with your team because the action items are going to be a 
real key takeaway. We are also going to talk today about, again, how to get the most out 
of your limited time and staff because nobody really has enough time apparently for the 
biggest fundraising challenges of all, the opportunities. Today I'm going to be 
introducing my 2019 major gift coaching program, which is not open for registration. It's 
a free webinar, so usually I do about a three minute promo, so I hope you'll think about 
whether you are really ready to focus on a structured major gift effort next year, and if 
you are, fill out a letter of interest and we'll talk about it, see if it's right for you and your 
organization.  

 Let me address why is major gift fundraising the most efficient and most effective way 
to raise money for your organization? Why is it really true? I've shared this slide in many 
webinars that I've done before, but I'm going to start here because this is data. The 
average cost per dollar raised, how much does it cost you to raise your money? The 
average cost per dollar raised of fundraising events is usually around $.50 on the dollar. 
You say, "Oh well we don't do that for our gala," but if you add in staff time, it really 
might be $.50 on the dollar.  

 Fundraising events are the least efficient way to raise money. They are generally 
considered a little bit of a waste of time and energy. One person said to me once, she 
said that she and her team spent hours and hours and hours on this event that the 
board members really wanted, and she said she could have gone out and raised that 
$100,000 easily with just a few visits with donors. She just was bemoaning the fact that 
she was forced to do the event when it was not productive use of time and energy.  

 When you're looking at your spray and pray, I like to call it your mass fundraising, your 
appeal letters, your direct mail or your social media, your digital appeals, those usually 
cost about $.25 on the dollar or $.20 on the dollar. You would expect that if you 
invested $20,000, if you spent $20,000 on your year end campaign, you would probably 
raise $80,000 or $100,000 and you should expect that kind of return on your 
investment. Major gifts and capital campaigns that involve one on one relationships 
with donors, they only cost $.05 or $.10 on the dollar. It blows my mind that this is the 
least built up fundraising strategy of most organizations.  

 They do the events beautifully. They know how to get the sponsorships. They know how 
to do their appeals and their campaigns, but major gifts is still not where they wanted to 
be. If you think about profit, you spend money on fundraising and you make money on 
these fundraising strategies. You double your money on a fundraising event. You 
quadruple your money on an annual fund. You get a ten times return on your 
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investment minimum from major gifts. Consider the return on your investment. 
Consider the highest and best use of your fundraising resources for you and your team. 
Take this slide and discuss it with your board members. 

 Oftentimes, when I do a board retreat, I put this up there and I force everybody to 
contemplate it and discuss it and let them come to their own conclusions about where 
their organization should be focusing. Just compare the time and energy it might take to 
raise $250,000 from an event, just think about the time and then prepare that to how 
much time and energy it would take to raise that same amount of money from a few 
major donors. Very difficult. I like I'm a real follower of AFP's Fundraising Effectiveness 
Project. We call it the FEP. If you're not familiar with it, you might want to look it up, and 
I've got the URL here at the bottom of the slide.  

 It's really interesting how fundraising is evolving. You can almost call it top-down 
philanthropy in that the donor pyramid where we focus our time and attention, this 
data, and I'll go to the next slide because I blew up the right hand side of this chart, this 
slide is showing that about 90% of all revenue to nonprofits is coming from only 15% of 
donors. All the more reason to focus on those top 15% of donors, and I've seen other 
statistics. Jerry Panas used to say that 98% of fundraising revenue came from 2% to 5% 
of donors, and that's your major donors. Those are your big corporate sponsors, your 
big foundation funders, even your government sources are major funders, and then the 
key individuals with whom you love and you nurture, and they totally believe in your 
cause. 

 All the more reason to spend your time and energy on the vast amount of revenue, the 
green revenue right here in the circle that comes, that's from the $1,000 and up donors. 
That's the funding that helps you change the world. What are we in business for? Are 
we in business to have events? To make everybody feel good and give them good PR to 
our executive director and our board? No. We're here to raise the resources to really 
change the world and to carry out our mission.  

 Let me just hear from a few people. What's really holding your organization back from 
raising major gifts? I love to ask this question. What is holding your organization back 
from raising major gifts? What is holding you back? I'm going to put on my glasses and 
see what a few people have to say. What is holding you back? Time. Time says Jerry. 
Let's see if we see some other answers in here. Not enough staff to do the work. Not 
enough staff, right? Not enough staff. Can't get out of the office. One person is doing all 
the fundraising, but the board is trying to revise things. What is holding you back? 
Limited time and not knowing where to start, lack of organization and a strategy, lack of 
organization, the time and resources. 

 I think it's simple but we don't have a good plan. Yes. Good qualify. We need a better 
prospect list, we need data. Attachment to the old ways. Ooh, that's a good one, isn't it? 
They need access to major donors, yeah. These are very real issues. I don't want to 
minimize them because there are ways around every one of the issues that you just 
listed, every one of these issues and that's what we're going to talk about today. My 
point of view on the obstacles that are holding you back, I want so much to help you 
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raise these big gifts and learn how to approach big donors because this is how you're 
going to change the world, and I want to help you change the world. 

 One of the things you have to get all of your people to understand, that successful 
fundraising is never about the money. Never, ever, ever about the money. It's really 
about the work. Here you can see some veterans who are putting flags out in graves of 
soldiers who were killed in combat. I made a visit to the Normandy beaches where the 
American troops landed for D Day last May, and it was really a life changing experience 
that helped me think about ... I saw the cemetery and I saw the people who work to 
nurture this park on French soil to honor the memory of all of those, I think it was 
10,000 people fell that day. That in a way, all of our nonprofit work, we're healing 
diseases. We're remembering our amazing history. We're honoring our history. 

 We're creating art. We're creating vibrant cities with healthy environments. We're 
educating children. We're taking care of the elder. These are the issues that create a 
wonderful world and create a better world. If you make it all about money, you're 
belittling your work, you're belittling yourself, and board members in particular think 
that major gift fundraising is all about the ask, and that's the last thing. It is never, ever, 
ever about the ask. If you make it about money, you kick yourself in the shins.  

 A lot of people, I asked this question a couple years ago in survey, and here's the word 
cloud from what is your greatest challenge. It was really interesting that management 
and resources were listed, and I see the word door in the middle. Why? People say they 
can't get in the door. I'll give you some tips today. Let's talk about obstacle number one, 
limiting beliefs. Again, everything starts with your mind. Everything you ever want to try 
to do, you make up your mind you're going to do it or you don't make up your mind 
you're going to do. You're going to the movie tonight, you think about it ahead of time, 
you execute your plan. You decide that the first thing you're going to do when you open 
your computer is call five big donors and say, "Thank you." That's what you do. 

 I read this online recently that fundraising is desperately feared and desperately 
needed. Let's get over this desperate fear. A lot of board members and leaders, they 
think that major gift fundraising is the F word because it's all about money, and they're 
just scared to death to think that they're going to be asked to monetize their friends. 
They rush in almost where fools dare to tread and make it all about money in front of 
the donors, which is very, very awkward. I think it's because people feel awkward about 
fundraising. It's something our mothers taught us not to do. In fact, my mother raised 
me to be a nice southern lady, and if she knew I talked about other peoples money all 
day, she'd probably be embarrassed, right? 

 We don't talk about these sorts of things. I want to show you today some ways to talk to 
donors. First you have to get over your mindset that it's begging. You have to get over 
your mindset. You have to forget about the idea of rejections. A lot of people think 
fundraising equals cold calls for money. That's the last thing that the kind of work that 
we're talking about is at all. This is a key distinction for you to share with your board 
members and your leaders who may be nervous and awkward about this kind of 
fundraising, is it transactional or is it relational? Major gift fundraising is all about the 
relationship.  
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 Maybe political fundraising, maybe small kinds of fundraising is transactional, but in 
general, the more you can make it about the relationship with the donor and prize that 
relationship and make your donor feel like you care more for them as people than just 
their money, you belittle your donors by going after them for just money as well. The 
distinction between transactional and relational is helpful for board members to 
understand what major gift fundraising is all about and the focus is not always on your 
organization's needs, it's of the donor's needs, what the donor needs and wants, what 
the donor's thinking, what the donor's philanthropy vision is for their own charitable 
giving. 

 We make it all about our organization and we make it about our pitch. Board members 
often think that they need to have a presentation that will sell somebody. That is 
absolutely not how major gift fundraising is run today, and many people attending are 
experienced in major gift fundraising, and you know exactly what I'm talking about. 

 I want to speak a bit about unrealistic expectations because even very large 
organizations, I've worked with some hospital foundations that are very short staffed, 
yet they're trying to raise big money. They're representing a huge institution in the 
community, but they're not investing enough in enough staff to really get the job done. 
Be careful if you're a staff fundraiser about what your job description is and what the 
expectations are. I think it's important for us to address appropriate expectations to our 
board members and to our CEO about how much can one person really do. You don't 
expect one person to do all the data entry I hope and stage two events a year, a grand 
gala with committees and also bring in tons of major gifts. 

 It's just about impossible because major gifts take so much base time. Then there's 
always the let somebody else do it motto. In my major gift coaching program, we work 
really hard to develop a culture and an attitude of philanthropy inside the organization 
so that major gifts fundraising is a team effort and it's not just one person's job because 
when board members are nervous about being involved in fundraising, particularly 
major gift fundraising, they think again they're going to be asked to ask, but the fact is 
that they can have fun with donors. My friends from the North Carolina Symphony were 
on our webinar we had two days ago, and this is a picture from the North Carolina 
Symphony.  

 Look at these donors. They get to have lunch with I think it's the double bassoonist. I 
can't quite see. If you look closely, you can see his instrument. How interesting to have 
be able to have a fun dinner with a musician when you really admire the work that 
they're doing. These are the kinds of experiences that happen in major gift fundraising 
that make it easy and fun for your leadership to be involved. Of course remember that 
our real goal ... we have many goals, many objectives, but also we're trying to bring joy 
to the donor. It's all about bringing joy to the donor because you may or may not know 
that I was a fledgling ballet dancer when I was younger. I've served on ballet boards all 
the time. I'm a volunteer. I do all this stuff for ballet and dance in the various 
communities that I've lived in, and it's brought me such joy. 

 For anybody to think that they're pressuring me or arm twisting me or pushing me to 
make gifts, no, I do it because I have a joyful connection. Your major donors, you need 
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to consider them as true believers. When you're vetting your prospect list, which we'll 
talk about in a second, who are the true believers who are passionate about your work, 
who will be thrilled to get more involved and to get closer to your work, because they're 
people out there with the resources and the interest and the passion, and you can bring 
them joy. 

 A couple more ideas on the attitude adjustment part of this webinar. This is absolutely 
key, is that you have to have an attitude of abundance. You have to have an attitude 
that there's plenty of money out there for my cause, and it's so exciting because this 
prospect list, these people, they're going to help me achieve this wonderful goal of 
creating more dance or art or saving our rivers and streams or whatever your mission is. 
Be careful that you do not let yourself get away with an attitude of scarcity, and don't 
let your board members get away. They're saying, "Oh the competition, and oh we can't 
do this for this reason." Forget it.  

 If you've ever run a race, you are not looking at either side thinking I'm going to lose 
because those people are so much better than I am. That's an attitude of scarcity. It all 
starts here, and it all starts with this maybe cheerful aggressiveness, cheerful promoting 
your cause, cheerful sharing the word, being fired up is one of my favorite mantras, 
fired up fundraising. Ralph Waldo Emerson said that nothing great was ever achieved 
without enthusiasm. These are the qualities. It starts in here, and then you create the 
qualities in your board members, in your staff, in your entire office, in the organization 
that we are thrilled to be doing this fundraising, we are thrilled to honor our donors who 
love us so much, and it's fun. It's fun. 

 You may have seen the fundraising cycle many times. This is a new version of my 
favorite chart. My key suggestion for board members, and by the way, I did a long 
Facebook Live interview or conversation just yesterday with Katherine Gamble, my 
consulting colleague about how to involve nonprofit board members in major gift 
fundraising. We talked a lot about this, but the key thing is put board members to work 
in the fun stuff. We identify prospects and then we qualify them, and we try to figure 
out are they true believers or not. We want to know what they're interested in, what 
are they passionate about? That's how you cultivate them. You find out what they're 
passionate about and you give them experiences about their area of interest.  

 Then staff can open the ask discussion and staff can ask for and close the gift. Board 
members can have so much fun in the thank you process stewarding donors because 
remember, I started my fundraising career at Duke University, and they have this motto 
that the first gift was never the largest. The first gift was never the largest. They also 
said about the cultivation process, they said that the more times you are in front of a 
donor cultivating or just chatting or contacting the donor, then before the ask, the 
greater the ask. The size of the gift is directly proportional on how much time and 
energy you spend cultivating the donor. All that cultivating is not about money, it's 
about talking, it's about experiences, it's about sharing stories. That's the fun stuff. 

 Put the board members to work in the areas that they can enjoy themselves, where 
they feel comfortable and don't have them asking unless they're comfortable asking. 
You can handle that. Let's talk about not enough prospects. I'm going to check the 
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question box, just a second here, and see if we have any questions or you can save ... 
Somebody said anxiety is keeping them from tackling major gifts. You can save your 
questions if you want, and we will take them all toward the end. Let's talk about the 
whole attitude of not enough prospects. I want to share with you where your sleeper 
major gift prospects are, your sleeper major gift prospects. Would you like to know? 

 Katherine and I have this saying that we believe in the [Dorothy 00:23:48] School of 
Fundraising, that there's no place like home to look for your future major donors. Even 
Penelope Burke, the great Canadian researcher said that every organization has all the 
major donor prospects they need, but unfortunately they are sleeping inside your donor 
files. They're asleep, and you are not treating them like major donor prospects. The 
secret is start close to home with what you have. Start with your current donor lists. 
Start with your former board members and former campaign donors. Start with the 
people who have given you a substantial gift perhaps in the past 18 to 24 months. 
Anybody whose ever given a substantial gift, maybe a gift that's out of the ordinary for 
what you know about them or even a gift that jumps out at you. 

 My friend Ellie [Jordfal 00:24:44], who is a senior fundraiser at Chapel Hill here where I 
live now, she would spend so much time, every afternoon she would be ... I'm sorry, one 
afternoon every two weeks she will close her door and make prospecting phone calls 
from major donors. If somebody gives a $1,000 gift out of the blue she calls them up on 
the phone immediately and says, "I'd love to know why you made the gift. Tell me your 
donor story," blah, blah, blah. She tries to qualify them on the phone, and then she asks 
for an appointment if she thinks they're worthwhile as a major potential donor. She's 
looking for those gifts that jump out, and to here at the Lineberger Cancer Center where 
she works, she said $1,000 gift is enough for her to get on the phone and do some 
qualifying over the phone. 

 Here, drum roll please, the true secret of major gift success, and I kid you not, especially 
if you're a small organization, especially if you have a lot of other job duties, you must 
narrow down your focus. Only focus on the people you can actually cultivate. It takes so 
much time to be in front of a major donor, to listen to them, to develop the relationship, 
and if you spread yourself too thin, you're dead. My mentor at Duke University used to 
say, "Gail," anybody remember spinning plates on the stick? Remember the guy, some 
of these people would try to, "How many plates can you spin on a stick?" He said major 
gift fundraising is like that. He said if you spin too many donors on your stick, they all fall 
and crash. You can only deal with the number of people that you can actually spin a 
little touch here, a little touch here, a little touch here, a little touch here.  

 That's what narrowing down your focus means, and it's up to you to decide the right 
number of people for your workload, all the other responsibilities you have. Just 
remember, sleeper prospects, older ladies are far more generous than older men. This 
big study from the Women's Philanthropy Institute at Lilly Family School of 
Philanthropy, that for every $100 men gave, women in the same economic 
circumstances gave $258. Women are giving more than twice as much as men, and their 
gifts are larger and their gifts are more frequent. Think about the older ladies who may 
not be as visible to you as some of the men. The Chronicle of Philanthropy did this 
some, this chart a few years ago, and I hoped they would update it, but they never have. 
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The age of the top 50 donors of 2014, look at this chart, the largest number of donors 
were in the 80 to 89 group. 

 Don't we have about 50% are over the age of 70? Your major donors are older, they're 
more conservative. They're a little bit out of it. They read snail mail perhaps. They, like 
people my age, we're all on Facebook. We're not doing Instagram stories, we're not 
doing Snapchat. Many millennials who go into fundraising are uncomfortable with 
phone calls because phone calls are not natural to them like people my age who grew 
up doing phone calls. Your sleeper prospects are older. Screen your list. Screen your list 
for the ladies who are older. You've got two demographics that are likely to be 
productive. When you think about it, consider former board members. Consider 
volunteers. Consider your lapsed donors as long as they haven't lapsed too long ago.  

 I want to remind you of a distinction in definition. These are vocabulary words for board 
members. Suspects versus prospects, what's the difference? If you've been in major gift 
fundraising for any amount of time, you're familiar with this chart because we try to rate 
our prospects on the likelihood that we'll close a gift and how strong is their interest? 
Interest and likelihood go together, and then what is their financial capacity? We want 
to find people who fit in the quadrant of this graph who have both high capacity and 
who have a higher likelihood, people that you can actually get in front of and talk to and 
find out about their interest in your organization.  

 More vocabulary, where's the whole idea of qualifying prospects is key too because a 
qualified prospect of course has capacity and has interest and likelihood, and we can 
actually get to them. We can reach them. They can be cultivated. Here on the east coast 
of North Carolina, it's a long way to Japan for example. The far east, if I had a donor in 
the far east who loved my organization and was very wealthy, but the difficulty is in 
cultivating this individual unless they're a world travel, or I have a really big travel 
budget and time to go all the way over there. I usually tend to focus on my donors who 
are closer to home first. 

 In order to qualify a donor, we are always determining their inclination and their 
capacity. Their likelihood, their inclination, their interest. There are many words because 
we all have our own writing systems for major prospects. You probably have one that's 
working for you in your organization, and I just say use it. Use it all the time. My 
coaching on how to find more major gift prospects is to start with only 30 names 
because you only need a handful of names at the top of this pyramid to focus on, right? 
Look close to home. Remember the Dorothy School of Fundraising.  

 Have some screening sessions and review prospect lists. I have several blog posts about 
how to set up screening sessions and it's when you go get with donors or board 
members and you run through a list. We'll talk a little bit about screening sessions later. 
Remember the formal prospect research can save you a lot of time because it's key for 
you to go through the qualification of discovery process with your donors because your 
organization is investing money in your salary, so you want to be sure you're spending 
time with the right people and not wasting your time with people who are not that 
interested, don't have the capacity and so investing in formal prospect research is a 
really smart way to do it. 
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 Let me give you just a three minute commercial, and I want to tell you just a little bit 
about major gift coaching. People have asked me over the years about help with major 
gifts, and I was frustrated because I felt like organization needed coaching. They needed 
implementation coaching. Yeah, they need the training. They need to know how to do a 
prospect list, how to do the research, how to vet, how to qualify, how to get new 
donors, all the training, but they also needed help laying down the habits and the 
systems and the procedures and getting everybody in line with some accountability. 

 That is what I set up here with the major gift coaching program, and if you're interested 
you can go to MajorGiftsCoaching.com and check it out. Every year I take about 40 
organizations and we train. I'll tell you a little bit more about what you get. I am your 
coach for 10 months of the year, and my goal is to help you get at least 10 asks on the 
table before the end of the year, and I want you to get a 10 to 1 return on your 
investment, 10 to 1 return on investment. I'm looking for people, organizations, teams 
who are ready to make a commitment. If you're not ready to make a commitment, go 
somewhere else.  

 If you are interested, you go to the page and you can fill out a letter of interest and we'll 
talk together about whether this is the right step for your organization to take right 
now. This is really what you get. You get six webinars with me. They're live. You get two 
live board trainings because we have to bring your board members along. You have 10 
group coaching calls, but best of all you have a private phone call up to once a month 
with me or Katherine Gamble, my consulting colleague and everybody loves her. She's 
had her entire career in capital campaigns and major gifts. You have a private 
community of peers, and we bring in celebrity guest presenters always as a surprise. 
Most importantly, everybody needs structure and accountability. 

 I'm a hard task master, but I'm saying report in, tell me where you are, how many 
prospects do you have rated, how many calls are you making every month. Let's get 
your metrics set for your program and meet them every month. Here's the curriculum. If 
you are interested, go to the website and fill out a letter of interest and we'll get on the 
phone and we'll figure out if it's right for you or not right for you. Just a takeaway, and 
maybe this is the kind of conversation that you have with your leaders and your board 
members and your CEO, what is possible? What would be possible for your organization 
if you had a solid major gift program that delivered results for years and years and years 
and years.  

 There's a carrot out there, and it's worth the time and energy to tackle it, if you ask me. 
It's worth it. Let's go back to our obstacles. The obstacles that are holding us back from 
raising the money that's really out there for us but we're not able to reach. I think not 
having enough time is a serious issue, and I think it needs to be addressed in a serious 
fashion, because it's really. It's really. I find organizations over and over and over put too 
much on one person, and they have ... remember I mentioned unrealistic expectations? 
I would like to give you some coaching. If you are a fundraising staffer and you are trying 
to get your major gift prospect list put together, trying to meet with your major gift 
team, you're trying to get out the door to make these calls and yet your board member 
or your CEO or some outside entity that you report to wants to do another event.  
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 Here's what you say. You say, "Well I can do this or I can do that. Which one shall I do? I 
can't do both." There's this whole concept of doing things in excellence, and if you don't 
tackle major gifts, you don't tackle these major donors and spend the time with them, 
they're going to go away. The time that you've invested will disappear. You have to keep 
the plate spinning on the stick until the donor's really ready to make a commitment, and 
even after the donor makes a financial commitment, you keep spinning because they're 
going to make another gift.  

 I think it's important to go to the leadership and have a thoughtful conversation about 
strategy. Don't make it about me, don't make it about you, don't make it emotional, 
don't put drama in it. Let's talk about what should be our strategy. Where do we want 
to put our staff resources? Do we want to focus here or here? We cannot do both. I 
have found that approach to really work for people. Be sure that you don't say, "Oh I'm 
overworked. I need some help. I just can't do it all." That's not effective. What's 
effective is to bump it up to the strategic level and have a business-like conversation.  

 Remember, we can do this and we can raise X $100,000, $250,000 or we can do this and 
we've got a rated prospect list that's worth $5 million. Where are we going to focus, 
huh? Where are we going to focus? Getting out of the office, I want to speak to this 
issue, which again, is real. I want to give you some ideas on how you can approach this 
challenge. I have several pointers. One, I think it's important to draw a line in the sand 
and say, "I'm going to do this number of visits a month. This is my goal." You tell 
everybody in the staff meeting every month or every Monday morning or whatever it is, 
"I have a goal of making 10 visits a month, or at least for the next three months we're 
going to try to reach this goal and I want everybody here to help me get out the door. 
Please push me out the door. Help me meet this goal."  

 I think it's important for you to enlist your administrative staff, your back office staff, 
your colleagues, enlist them. First of all, help them understand that you have a goal, and 
your job is to be out of the office. Your job is not to be in the office. I run into far too 
many fundraisers who think personally their job is to be in the office, and then the 
administrative or back office staff who works 8 to 5 starts snarking a little bit about the 
frontline fundraisers who go out and they come in late and they go out for lunch. 
There's a lot of backtalk in fundraising offices. 

 It happened to me at Duke. It happened to me at Carolina. I speak all over the world 
about fundraising. It's happening in Canada. It's happening in Australia. It's happening all 
over the U.S., and I think it's important to put this issue on the table because it's 
destructive. It's demoralizing to your frontline fundraisers to have the back office and 
administrative staff not supporting and being critical. If you can get everybody onboard 
with what you're up to and why it's a goal, then you have a chance to really engage 
everybody in the whole effort.  

 It takes the leadership here. Give everybody credit. When you bring in a gift, don't make 
it about you, make it about the team. Set up metrics for bonuses in that everybody on 
the team shares bonus money if a certain goal is reached by the major gift fundraisers. 
That's a way to get everybody bought in to the idea that it's their job to also support 
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you. I love this image. Get everybody to help you get out of the office. I love the 
[inaudible 00:39:10].  

 Let's talk a little bit about how to approach donors. This is one of the things I'm going to 
just spend a lot of time on in our major gift coaching program. I always do. I have a lot of 
things to share. If you read my blog, you know that I've written recently about power 
questions to ask donors. I've written about how to get in the door. I've written what 
your objectives are when you approach a major donor for a visit. I can't cover everything 
in just an hour webinar, so definitely go to my blog and take a look at my recent topics 
on major donors. There's a lot to share here. One of the things I want you to think about 
is your role as a facilitator.  

 The fundraiser takes on a professional role and relationship to the major donor, and you 
are not overly friendly. You're social, you're fun, you get to know them, but you don't 
overly share. You're not subservient in any way, but you're a professional. You're like 
their advisor. The reason you are in touch with them is because they love your 
organization and they're a true believer. You are the facilitator of their love for your 
organization. You can still have a rich and warm and wonderful relationship, personal 
relationship with these people, but never forget your job, which is facilitating their 
interest in the institution. One of the great challenges of major gift fundraisers is that 
we get overly friendly and we stray into the swamp of being too social.  

 Oh, it's so much fun to go out on their yacht, and I feel like this is my lifestyle too. I'm 
not going to say anything to jeopardize this relationship, and you are dead in the water 
because you're not doing your job. Let's talk a little bit about how to get in the door. I 
have a lot of ideas about easy ways to get int he door. One of my favorite ideas that has 
really landed with our major gift coaching program, this group this year is the whole 
concept of advice visits. I'm sure you're familiar with the concept of advice visits, that if 
you want money, ask for advice, and if you want advice, ask for money.  

 The whole concept is can I pick your brain? What do you think? I'd love your opinion. 
These are very powerful things to say to a donor because the donor feels like that 
they're going to get to do the talking, not you and that you care about something 
themselves, their heart, their story, other than their money. Nobody wants to feel like 
they're being manipulated for their money, and I think it's key. You really do want their 
advice. You ask their advice about fundraising strategy. You do not ask their advice 
about your organization's mission or programming or any of that stuff. You say, "I'm a 
fundraiser." 

 Let me just give you some examples of advice visits. The Indraloka Animal Sanctuary 
people were in our major gift coaching a couple of years ago, and they took my webinar 
and advice visits and decided to throw out their presentation that they had created for 
their top donor. They were seeing him the next day, and they decided to throw out the 
presentation. Instead, they just went in and they said, "What do you think about our 
business plan?" They walked out with a $1.5 million challenge gift, no kidding. They 
walked out with it. Can you imagine?  
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 When you are having an advice visit or when you're having these donor conversations, 
and when you are in a meeting with the donor, you want to get the donor talking and 
you want to find out why are they giving? Tell me about your interest in our cause. How 
did you come to make your gift? How did you come to choose us over everybody else? 
There's got to be a reason. Find out if they're a true believer. Patrick Berard was also a 
coaching member a couple years ago, and he was scared to death, scared to death to go 
out and talk to people. Then a few months later, he sends me this email that says, "You 
got to listen to their story and you got to write it on notes and go with the flow."  

 Then he says, "Don't be shy to propose something because it opens up new doors and 
opportunities. I was so proud of him. Here are a few power questions, just for today. 
Tell me what you think about this or can we brainstorm this idea we're working on? I'd 
love to hear about your philanthropy. How about this, how did you come to be a 
philanthropist. How did you come to be so generous in the community? What's your 
opinion of the situation we're trying to address? Do you think this is the right way to 
address it? Who should be at the table? Who should we gather with us in the 
community to help tackle this big topic we're working on?  

 Sometimes when I'm doing a workshop, I'll give people these questions and I'll ask them 
to put the questions in their own words. How would you take these things and put them 
in your own words? That's an interesting takeaway I think for you today. The whole 
notion of the donor story is not really in this chart, and I think that might be the most 
powerful thing to ask a donor because I've served on all these boards of dance 
companies. I love ballet. I've subscribed. I've helped incorporate dance companies. I've 
done all this stuff. Nobody's ever asked me my story about why I care. Nobody's ever 
asked me. If they did, I'd go, "Oh blah, blah, blah, blah, blah, blah, blah, blah." I'd be like 
a dam breaking. 

 Your donors and your board members, they probably all have a story. The joyful part 
and the beautiful stuff about asking a donor to tell you her story or share her story is 
that it makes me joyful. It makes me joyful or it touches my heart. I may have a sad story 
about why I believe in the home for battered women. I may have a sad story about 
when I was a young girl seeing a homeless lady in the streets of New York City and I've 
never seen a bag lady, ever seen one. I may have had an experience of sexual 
harassment with a bad boyfriend once, and now I really understand why rape crisis 
centers are there. People may have ... but people have a reason. Every single person 
who gives to you has a reason. 

 Again, you're honoring your donor by asking for more than money, and you build a 
relationship and you mean it. You're not glib. You're not fake. You really do want to 
know because you bring that personal connection heart to heart. You're working for a 
nonprofit, you have your own reason why you work there. You can share that as well. 
Don't be afraid to go there with major donors. You really want to find out their interest. 
Ways to get in the door, I don't like calling up on the phone and asking for a meeting. I 
think it's awkward, and I'd rather go for the easy ways. I'd rather meet the donor at an 
event. I've staged an event just because I thought the donor might attend.  
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 I staged tours hoping that this particular donor will come. We're inviting them week 
after week after week. Maybe one day the donor will come if we keep inviting them. 
You can have thank you visits. My friends at the Baptist Home for Children, they make 
their year end solicitations by dropping off a holiday gift created by hand from some of 
the children and the foster kids in the orphanage. They just drop off the gift and they 
emerge with $30,000 or $40,000 gift for the year end. Advice visits, stage a small donor 
VIP event, like a porch party or something special that you think your mystery prospect 
will come to. Also, be out and about in your community because you'll meet some of 
these donors in the community. You can say, "You know, I work for the Carolina ballet 
or for the symphony or for the Rape Crisis Center. I know you've been a supporter of 
these types of causes. We're working on a project, and I'd love to pick your brain about 
it a little bit if you have a few minutes." 

 That's literally the way you can ask for an appointment. That's my quick and dirty 
favorite way to ask for an appointment is to go slowly. Try to meet them at an event. 
Have them see that you're not a scary person, that you can come across as gracious and 
charming, and you're going to let them talk, you're going to be all about them, asking for 
their advice. Let me go back to this slide just a second. They can size you up at an event 
and decide that they want to spend time with you or not. Again, one other benefit 
about being out and about in your community, I believe that especially fundraising staff 
should volunteer in civic activities. I'm interested in politics. I caught the fever from my 
mother. 

 I've been active for 30 years. I've worked for city council races and I'll hold fundraisers at 
my house and I'll do the poll work and I'll pass out signs and everything. It's fun. It 
helped, as I was going along in my fundraising career, it helped people see me as a 
leader in the community, especially since I was hosting fundraising events for my 
favorite candidates. It raised my stature in some of the other community leaders, 
slightly closer to a peer level rather than way up here and way down here. Being out and 
about in your community and getting involved in local civic issues, I got appointed when 
I was in my 30s to a very important city commission board.  

 I've served on several city commissions and gotten to know even more of the VIPs in the 
city. If you're in a city or state that's small, you can get to know a lot of the officials who 
are making decisions on money that gets distributed to nonprofit organizations, and 
that's very helpful. Think broadly about who you are, how you show up in public, what 
your own interests are and see if there's not a fit for being able to get in front of 
potential power brokers, key VIPs in your community, key philanthropists and key 
donors.  

 Let's talk about structure. For everybody two days ago for our webinar, everybody really 
loved the stuff I had to say about the structure for major gifts. Guess what everybody. 
Drum roll. You do not have a major gift program without structure. If you don't have 
structure and you have to have these elements, five elements. I'm going to give them to 
you in just a second. If you don't have these elements, you are shooting from your hip. 
You are guessing your way along. You are operating with hope and without a strategy. 
Here are the five items of structure including the two absolutely essential systems 
you've got to have working for you. 



  

 

 Page 14 of 18 

 

 The first thing is that I think you need to have a major gift team. When people join my 
coaching program, the first thing I say is, "Who's on your team?" Pull together a small 
team, even if it's just another person. Ideally I like to have a team of about maybe three 
or four people who will meet every so often and review the prospect list and help you 
come up with strategies. You can be more creative with your cultivation strategies, with 
your donors, if you have a team. Then when you have a team, everybody takes an 
assignment of a certain number of prospects. You have a portfolio, right? Your second 
director, he or she can take on five major prospects. That's their portfolio.  

 Let me speak a little bit more about the portfolio. When everybody has their own 
prospect portfolio, you can set a financial goal for each person's prospect portfolio. If 
you've got your prospects rated and qualified, you have an idea of their capacity, right? 
Your second director has taken your organization's top five donors in her portfolio, and 
they're worth $10 million. She's nurturing a $10 million portfolio, and you're a director 
of development. You've got a portfolio. You've got other jobs, management 
responsibilities, other things that you have to do, but your portfolio is maybe 50 people. 
You have a list of top 10 that you work on repeatedly and other people are on a back 
burner. You have a priority list, right? 

 You know that your overall portfolio has a value of X or Y. This is the way you 
understand what your pipeline could be, what your potential could be. It helps you 
understand how much money, so to speak, is maybe under cultivation for your 
organization. Now you're not going to close all of it. You may close 1/3, you may close 
1/4. We like to be very conservative in setting goals. The thing is that you have an idea 
of what the potential is, and then somehow major gifts no longer becomes fuzzy. It 
becomes more real. You've got your prospect list. You've got ratings. You've got people 
assigned to different people. You know what the timeline might be for their potential 
gift. 

 Also, you have to have funding priorities. You need what we call donor offers. You've 
got to have some projects to trot out in front of your donors, because most major gifts 
are restricted. They're restricted. You don't want to identify more than three or four top 
priorities. You find out what the donor's [inaudible 00:53:30] and some donors want to 
fund X, and it's not a priority and it's up to you to negotiate that because you don't want 
to accept a gift for major initiative, that's not really in your mission or something that's 
strategically important to your organization. We call it tap dancing. You're trying to 
delicately manage a donor into something that's more appropriate for the organization's 
priorities.  

 [Veritus 00:53:58] Group, I really love their newsletter. A good donor offer is something 
that's really going to make your donor happy and it's going to be the major reason you 
are successful. Don't wait around for your organization to come up with the top 
prospects. If nobody can come up with some top projects, then come up with them 
yourself. Try to get a strategic blessing on them before you get them funded clearly. 
You've got to have a prospect list, number three. Your prospect list is the foundation of 
your major gift program. It's the first place we start in our coaching program.  
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 Here's just a sample of a rating system. Everybody has different rating systems, and this 
is just a sample of the kind of fields you can track for donors. The fact is your prospect 
list is a living document. It changes monthly. You update your chart monthly with new 
information about your donors, and so number one, you have a prospect list. Number 
two, you keep it fresh. People go into the coaching program and join, and they say, "Oh 
well we have a prospect list, but nobody's looked at it six months." I say, "You don't 
really have a prospect list. Let's get to work."  

 This is fundamental system number one, and then fundamental system number two is 
the monthly strategy meeting, which comes after this one. Number four, remember first 
... Wait a little minute, let me go back. First we have a team with the portfolio and 
assignments. Second, we have the donor offers. We have our funding priorities. Then 
we have our prospect list, which is fundamental. Fourth, now we have our prospects. 
We have to know what their cultivation program is going to look like. Here's your plan. 
This is Gail's quick and dirty plan, four steps to an ask. Four steps to an ask. 

 One, you have a qualified prospect. Two, you find out your donor's interests and 
passions. Three, you've got design cultivation experiences for her around her interests. 
Around her interests. Four, you say ... and you already know she has capacity and you 
know she's a true believer and you know she's just thrilled to be getting involved. Then 
you say, "Would you like to know more about how you could help this area that you 
love so much? Would you like to know more about how you could help?"  

 This is so straightforward. It's so easy. It's so polite. You don't have to be pushy in major 
gift fundraising. Lots of times at this point, donors will throw money at you. We are 
seeing, over and over, Katherine and I in both our consulting and in our major gift 
coaching, our clients are having money thrown at them, thrust at them, offered to them 
by donors without having to ask. If you take this true donor-centered approach, which is 
very polite, it's very engaging, it's very gentle, it's more fun, it's more fun for the donors, 
more fun for you, it's lower key, but it keeps the ball moving always, always, always in 
terms of your donor's interests and passions and what she wants to do, you will have 
money offered to you. People will say, "How can I help?" 

 Then you don't have to agonize to set up ask visits. I kid you not, people will say, "How 
can I help?" When you're creating your cultivation plans, you can use moves 
management. We talk a lot about that in our coaching program or not, but moves 
management, very simple. You are planning out a series of steps with your donor based 
on what will make them happy. You're trying to touch your donor emotionally and the 
goal is to move them closer to a gift. Move them closer to a gift.  

 The last and most important item of all, you got your prospect list, but you must have a 
monthly strategy session to review goals. You must, because if you don't touch base 
about where you are with some other people, here's our list, what have we 
accomplished, what have we found out that's new, what do we want to change, looks 
like Mrs. Chen is now leaning more towards funding scholarships rather than a new 
building. Okay, she's no longer interested in the library. She's talking about sports. She's 
talking about science. We have new information about our donor, and so we're going to 
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involve professor A or teacher B or sports athlete C, and we're going to let her have 
some experiences around her passions.  

 Then we're going to say, "Would you like to know more about how you could make an 
impact with this area?" This is what you talk about in monthly strategy sessions. Don't 
get stuck by yourself hanging out on the limb. Trying to come up with this stuff by 
yourself is very hard to do. When I was a front line staff fundraiser, it took me a half a 
day a month to reassemble my prospect. Evaluate what I had done already, reassemble 
my list, put new ratings. I changed my top 10 monthly about who was really ready to be 
solicited and who wasn't. Remember that you do not have a major gift coaching 
program without a strategy session every month and without your structure. 

 Here are the five obstacles: mindset, not enough prospects, look close to home, not 
enough time, I gave you some strategies for getting out of the office, don't know how to 
approach donors. I shared with you and I have a lot of coaching around how to be with a 
donor in a friendly way. Then structure. Structure is going to be what saves you. 
Structure is your life boat. Structure takes major gift fundraising, it is no longer fuzzy. It 
is a program with a goal with a monetary figure that's attached to it that's really. 

 I really hope that if you're interested in major gift coaching with me, go ahead and fill 
out a letter of interest. Tell me what's going on in your organization, and we'll get on the 
phone and see if this is a fit. I'd love to work with you. We've had amazing successes this 
year. We had about 39 organizations and they rocked and they rolled. I would love to 
talk to you to see if it's a fit. Remember, it's a commitment. Don't do it lightly. Think 
about it, and we will be closing out. The program starts next February and goes through 
next November. You have a little bit of time to consider it with your team.  

 Now I want to thank you so much for joining me today. I'm going to take some 
questions. I'm going to see what questions we have up here, and let's see. Where are 
our questions? Can you expand on not being too social? I have found development 
professionals cold, and I wonder if this is because maybe they've been too friendly? 

 Listen, I'm really a social person. I love to have a laugh. I'll talk sports. I'll drink wine and 
have dinner, but I know what my job is. I'm always talking to them about fundraising 
strategy. I'm not talking to them about my divorce or my illness or my problems with my 
daughter or stuff like that. You don't overly share. You maintain a warm, wonderful 
relationship, but you never forget that you're really a fundraiser. How about that? Is 
that helpful? Let's see. Board members don't understand their role. This is a challenge. 
Yes, this is a challenge. It's taking a while to update.  

 Somebody's still asking about access to major donors, and they don't really know how to 
approach that. [inaudible 01:02:12] that develop an audience of one or a staff of one. If 
you're a staff of one, you have to be ruthless about how much you can really tackle at 
any one point in time. If you're a staff of one, I would start with five. I would really start 
with five. Let's see. How do you connect your engagement plan to your database? Your 
prospect list, excuse me, I didn't really address that. Many prospect lists for campaign 
gifts are managed on Excel or Google Sheets. Then you upload it to your major 
database. You upload it.  
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 Don't feel like you have to manage your effort on your major database. It may be 
difficult to do. Even Jerry Panas told me that all the campaigns that he and his group 
have worked on all those years, they keep their prospect lists on Excel back then. 
Interesting idea about that. I would also like to know your key takeaway today. I would 
like to know your key takeaway. Pre-ask letters being sent, the pre-ask letters. I believe 
in warming up a prospect before an ask. Always, always, always, always let your donor 
know the ask is coming. That is a great question. Great question.  

 What is your key takeaway today. Key takeaway, let's see. Oh. How do you position 
something that's going ongoing and not a building? This is really important. Don't leave. 
How do you take your ongoing programs and package them for major gift fundraising. 
Say you are a Boys and Girls Club, and you have four facilities and you have an after 
school program here at this facility and you have a sports program ... You have after 
school programs at each facility, you have sports programs, you have nutrition 
programs. You can ask a donor to fund the nutrition program at one of your centers or 
all four of your centers.  

 You can ask a donor to fund your athletic staff, your athletic experiences for kids at one 
center. Take your ongoing operations and package them like projects. Sell what is cool 
and exciting about your ongoing operations. Say you're a rape crisis center, it's a very 
difficult thing. What if a donor was to underwrite the whole volunteer program who 
answer the phone at night. What if a donor wants to underwrite one month of 
operations or services for 20 or 30 survivors. There are ways to package your work that 
are still interesting and that sound like a project. That is a great question.  

 Somebody says that home visits during the holidays are so easy. She arrives with a 
pretty poinsettia and she uses home visits to say thank you and give them an update on 
how their gift has helped. You are brilliant my friend. Way to go. I don't see your name, 
but I think you're very smart. How best to use board members to work full time? Very 
carefully. I tend to over-volunteer and I don't have the time because I'm all over the 
country and doing too much in my work, which I adore. It's not a good time for me to do 
a lot of volunteer work. If somebody wants me to do something, they need to say, "Gail, 
can you do this one thing? Not five things, but this one thing," and I usually can get that 
done. Be careful about that.  

 How do you determine different peoples portfolio when you're assigning prospects? I 
think you need to figure out who the donor might like the best and who the donor has a 
relationship with. That's a great question. Let's see. I'm charged with major gifts but 
only for general operations. Is that a feasible approach? Make general operations sexy, 
just like I shared with you on how to do that. I'm taking over our major gift officer who's 
retiring. What's the best way to step in and build a relationship quickly? 

 If you're stepping in for someone else, go introduce yourself to the donor and say, "I'm 
so excited to meet you. I've heard so much about you, and it's a thrill to be able to 
express my personal appreciation for everything you've done for us over the years. I'd 
love to be able to give you an impact report in person." That's how you approach them. 
Bingo. We don't have a good database of donors. Even if you don't have a good 
database of donors, start with the back of a napkin and create a prospect list. You 
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cannot wait for everything to get fixed before you start trying to raise money. You can't 
wait to fix it.  

 Let's see. Is it okay to combine an advice visit with the solicitation? I think you have to 
be careful about an advice visit and a solicitation. This is how I would combine them. I'm 
seeking my major donors advice on a project and saying ... and the donor's real excited 
about this project, tells me all these things that we should be doing to promote the 
project. I would gently say, "Is this something that you'd be interested in supporting 
yourself?" That's what I would do. Remember, I always ask for permission to ask, and I 
inquire if this is a good time for the donor to want to talk about ... Are they interested in 
discussing this or not?  

 Never just blurt out an ask. Say, "Would you like to talk about this? Is this something 
that would be interesting to you?" That's the way you do it. That's the way you do it. 
These are great questions everybody. I'm very impressed. Let's see. Even if you're one 
person office find at least a couple of other board or program staff to maybe be on your 
team and participate. That's a great key takeaway. Her key takeaways are true believers 
and staff rewards and structure. Another key takeaway is the importance of having a 
structure. Find alternatives to calling to ask for a meeting. Yes, that's my favorite. Stage 
an event. Get out in the community. Volunteer. Great.  

 Y'all are fabulous. Y'all are fabulous. Major gift officers need to listen better. Always stay 
educating our prospects about the need, already knowing their interest. The board says 
they don't know any rich people to ask. You know, we're not looking for rich people, 
we're looking for true believers, and board members should not make this decision for 
their network. You never know who has money. You never know, and it's usually 
surprising. The board members are scared, and they're not supposed to ask anyway, 
they're just supposed to invite.  

 This person says they're re-energized to call major donors and share with them the 
great work that we're doing. [inaudible 01:09:30] re-energizing because it's so important 
and it's fun. It's important and it's fun. That came from Parker, yeah. I want to thank you 
so much for joining us today. This has been ... Our CEO has been overly social with our 
major donors to the point that we can't meet with them without her. Your CEO is your 
CEO. I think you have to be careful politically since you work for the person. Don't delve 
into political orders that are not going to hurt you, right?  

 People said the prioritizing is one of their key takeaways. This is a combination of 
questions and key takeaways. Anyway, it's 10 after the hour, I'm going to let everybody 
go. I do hope that you are interested in major gift coaching, but talk about it with your 
people. Thank you for joining me today. I'd love to hear your feedback on this particular 
webinar. When I do an open webinar to the public, I'm hoping to spread some cheer 
and spread some inspiration and encouragement and some tools and skills that will 
really help you change the world. Thank you for joining me today. It was lots of fun, and 
I'll look forward to staying in touch with you in the future. Bye-bye. 

 


