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How to Nail the Ask
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The best 
discovery 

questions you 
could ever ask

Free 
discovery 

tools 

How to get 

the visit Framing 
fundraising & 
how much to 

ask for 

Overcoming 

objections



The right approach to making an ask 

How to overcome objections

How to handle the difficult donor

What will I learn today?

The anatomy of an ask & soft skills  

@rachelmuir

How much to ask for 



Public

Speaking

Death

Spiders

Top fears…



How fundraising is like proposing  



5 Fundraising Truths

You are JUST trying 
to help and make the 
world a better place

95% of the ask is 
what leads up to it  

Giving is a joyous 
experience that 

feels good to the 
donor 

The world is full of 
generous people 
who want to give

Being asked makes 
donors feel 
important



Instant winner!

Giving is 

neurological 

equivalent of 

winning lottery ticket





Myth: It’s about the organization.

It’s about the 

DONOR.

@rachelmuir



The best way to have a meaningful relationship 

with a donor is to be meaningful to them.



“I am neither clever nor especially 

gifted.  I am only very, very 

curious.”  Albert Einstein



Prepare for the visit



“Legal stalking” with 
donors/prospects

LinkedIn

Google+

Twitter

Pinterest

Charlie 

BombBomb

Bananatag

Want to chat with Rachel?  Calendly.com/rachel-muir



It’s about them.  NOT you.  

“What is your 

relationship to 

our work?”

“Tell me more.”



Do you know…

What I am passionate 

about?

My business?

My hobbies?

Significant dates in my 

life?

Other organizations I 

support?

Why I give?



It’s not “just lunch”  



It’s game time.



#1 topic of conversation – ourselves   

People spend 60% 

of conversations 

talking about 

themselves 



What are their expectations of your org? 

What (if any) services do they need? 

What communications do they want? 

How do they want to give?

How might else may they give?

What aspects interest them most?

Who are they?

What inspired their first gift?

Who and what influences their giving?

9 “must know’s” about donors



Always ask permission to ask questions

This shows respect for the donor, 

the topic and how you are using 

their time.   

This is not the 

Spanish 

inquisition



Would you mind  telling me 

more about the causes 

important to you so I can 

understand this better?"

"In order for me to get to 

know you better, [name], 

I’d like to learn about your 

interests. 



Every visit is a discovery visit! 

Personal Interests/Lifestyle 

Tell me about your life. 

What do you love about what you do?

Reasons for Giving 

Why did you first give to our organization? 

What do you hope to achieve with your philanthropy?

What philanthropic gift has given you the greatest joy?  How?  

As you think about making a difference, what appeals most?  

Knowledge of Organization 

What interests you most about organization? Why? What is 

less interesting to you? Why?

As you think about (this issue, the org, this program, the future) 

what are some of your worries?  What are your hopes?



The donor 
will feel…
________ I will 

know…
_______

Set goals for the visit…  

The donor 
will know…   
___________



Be 
curious 
and 
strategic

What is most important to 
them?

Who should they meet in 
the organization?  

What must they 
experience?

Are there particular 
programs or areas that 
interest them?

What project could best 
match their interests?



Getting 

the Visit 

The Art of Persistence 



44% of people give up after 1 try 

92% give up after 4 tries

80% of new sales are made after the 5th contact  



Prep before the call 

When, 
where, and 
plan B

p.s. we are setting an 

appointment, not 

making the case/ask 

on the call.



Asking for the visit 

“Mr. Cantu, you’ve been a loyal supporter all 

these years.  My job is to know our patrons…”

“Every donor has a story to tell about how 

they got connected with ______ . 

I want to hear yours.”  

“I want to tell you how your gift is making 

a difference.” 

“I want to seek out your advice.”  

“I’m in your area and want to get better 

acquainted.”



More help getting the visit

Meet donor at event 

Board member introduces you

Another donor introduces you

Call to say thanks

Call to invite them to event

Pre-call letter 



Commit to a call routine

SMILE THE WHOLE TIME! 



Prep before the call 

When, 
where, and 
plan B

p.s. we are setting an 

appointment, not 

making the case/ask 

on the call.



Ask the gatekeeper the best time to call

Vary calling times 

When you get the donor, ask for other #

Try before 9 am, at lunch or after 5pm

Call from different phones



Getting 

the Visit 

Feeling nervous before a call or visit?







After 2 min power pose 



What  the call is

Sharing passion
Approaching people of 
means with an opportunity 
to make a difference

What the call isn’t

You aren’t convincing them 
You aren’t making an ask 
You aren’t going to debate, 
argue or deny
someone 

Frame your approach



Free discovery tools 

2

LinkedIn 
search; add 
them to your 

network 

Google 
search, set 
up Google 

alert 

Follow on 

Pinterest, 

Twitter, 

Google+ 

Search on 
Political

Moneyline.com  

Install 

Charlie + 

Crystal



@rachelmuir

Charlie app

Charlieapp.com









crystalknows.

com



Email tracking: www.bananatag.com
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What should I talk about?



Source: Blue Frog

 About our mission

What you want to say

 Why we think you should support us

 What our values are

 Why we need your money

 How you can support us

 Our new approach 

 Why we’re different 

 We’ve been in the news!  

 How great we are 

 We’re on 
Facebook/Twitter 



What donors want to hear 

 What you achieved with my $
 Why I made the right decision to 

support you 

 That you value me
 That  you think I'm special 
 Options for how I can decide 

how I want to hear from you 

 That you know why I 
give and what I care 
about 

 That you remembered 
what I did and said to you

Source: Blue Frog

 How we helped solve a problem 





Talk too much about how wonderful things 

are since your organization got involved…  

and you leave out the problems 
your donors can solve.”

“

Jeff Brooks, 
How to Turn Your Words into Money  



The donor is more 
interested in the good 
she can do than in the 
good the organization 
has done.”  

Steven Screen  

“



Donors don’t give because you’re excellent.  

They give because they are excellent and 
you help them realize their awesome selves.

“

Jeff Brooks, 
How to Turn Your Words into Money  





“When you 
see…

A homeless person sitting on a 

park bench, or sleeping under a 

bridge, you wonder what you 

should do.  That’s the kind of 

person you are.”

Source: Jeff Brooks, How to Turn Your Words into Money



Is this 

you?
Remember this 

book?



How it might look as an ask….

Will you do your part to help us 
prevent the often fatal tragedy 
of fly, spider, bird, cat, dog,
goat, cow and horse 
swallowing?

Source:  How to Turn Your Words Into Money, Jeff Brooks 



How it could look….

In the next few days, someone –
perhaps someone you know – will 
have a serious accident and end up 
swallowing a live horse.  You can 
imagine the pain as the horse kicks 
and thrashes on its way down.  She’ll 
die of course…unless you help rush 
the emergency care she needs.  

Source:  How to Turn Your Words Into Money, Jeff Brooks 



Big doesn’t 
motivate

Solvable does

*Except for large scale natural 

disasters



 Donors don’t need training

Remember…!

Source:  How to Turn Your Words Into Money, Jeff Brooks 

 They need a problem 

 It needs to be solvable

 They need to be the ones to 
solve it



Always have a next step

Invite to service, recital, event or program  

Breakfast or lunch w/leadership

Visit with stakeholder

Share testimonial 

Tour 

Submit proposal



Art of the Ask: Who, When, How 
& How Much?



How 
many 
visits 

before 
ask? 

2-3

Ask early and often

No’s tell you how to get 
to a yes 



Cues 
donor is 

ready

Asking questions.

Bringing their friends to your 
introductory events, offering to host.

Giving you advice.

Attendance at your programs/events.

They start talking about themselves 
and your organization as "we."

Updating you with a change of address.

Including a message with their gift.

They "hang around."



How 
much to 
ask for 

Major gift is typically 10-20x  an 
annual fund gift

Americans typically give 2-3% 
of their income to charity 

Past giving 

Giving to other agencies 

Professional context 

Wealth screen 

Income producing assets 



What  should I be prepared to answer?

Source:  Mastering Major Gifts Report by Adrian Sargeant and Amy Eisenstein, 2015 



Arc of the Ask



WRONG way

• Settle 

• Confirm visit 

• Talk AT the donor 

• “We’re so great…”

• Introduce need

• Ask donor

• Silence 

• Donor responds 

RIGHT way   

• Settle 

• Confirm visit

• ASK donor questions

• “Tell me more” 

• Donor tells you 

interests, you respond 

“I’m happy to hear that 

because you might be 

interested in…”

Approaches to the ask



Be 
specific.

Aim 
high.

Ask for a specific amount:

“Can we count on you for a gift of 
___?”

“How would you feel about a 
___donation?”

“Would you be willing to 
contribute X ?”  

Be quiet.  Let the donor 
ANSWER your question.



Save the touchdown dance for later…



Turn objection into objective 

“I can’t give to the 

campaign with 

2 kids in college!”

“So our objective is to 

figure how you can give 

the gift you want to make 

while spreading the 

pledge payments to 

make your tuition 

payments easy.  

Is that it?”

Source: Marc Pittman, Ask Without Fear 



How do 
you 

respond?  

They tell you they will give 
you the whole amount

They tell you they will give 
you half.

They tell you they will give 
you nothing.



“No.”  Is it the….

Amount? Timing?

Project?

Person?



“No’s” are 
your 

friend.  

They tell you how to get the 
timing right

They tell you how to get the 
amount right

They tell you how to get the 
project right



Shawn Freeman came to the Children’s 
Museum Gala as a guest of board 
member Mollie Butler.  He raised the 
paddle for a $15,000 vacation package.   

This was Shawn’s first gift to the 
museum.

Quick search reveals he and his wife have 
made several gifts in the $25,000 -$100k 
capacity.

The Children’s Museum is in the final 
phase of a capital campaign with 90 days 
to complete a matching challenge for 
$500,000.   

Scenario 1



Martha Johnson is a longtime supporter 
of Bark and Purr Animal Rescue.  

She is a partner at Vinson & Elkins law 
firm and makes a year end gift of $500-
$1,000 each year.

 Her neighbor Cory McCallum is a board 
member at Bark & Purr and was partner 
at the law firm with Martha. 

He shared that Martha’s love for animals 
was inspired by her grandfather. 

Cory left the firm recently and shared 
that his annual salary was $250,000.  

Scenario 2



Handling the difficult donor



“Can you help me figure out how to…”

Source: Amy Eisenstein, TriPoint Fundraising 



Discovery guide  

www.rachelmuir.com



Questions?



THANK YOU!

Slides:

rachelmuir.com/handouts 

Free webinars: 

rachelmuir.com

rachel@rachelmuir.com

@rachelmuir


