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It’s absolutely amazing what you don’t raise 
when you don’t ask.

In the years I’ve been in fundraising, I think 
I’ve heard them all. The reasons Board 
members and volunteers give for not wanting 
to make calls. In this book, I’m going to give 
you the objections and the responses. Even 
some suggested comments you might wish to 
make. But use your own voice and input.

Board members cannot abdicate their respon-
sibility for raising funds. No Money, No 
Mission.

In every organization, it requires philanthropy 
to meet its mission. I’ve seen organizations 
that manage to balance their budgets by 
severely cutting expenses. They defer main-
tenance, don’t increase salaries, cut services, 

I’VE HEARD ALL THE EXCUSES

drop staff. They may balance their budget, 
but they’re not meeting their mission.

There are two ways to balance a budget. Cut 
expenses or raise more income. If Board 
members don’t raise more income, they are 
allowing a mission deficit.

Board members* join a dedicated legion, on 
a shared journey, engaged in noble and heroic 
causes that touch lives in a very special way. 
Because of their service, they play a signifi-
cant role in changing lives and saving lives.

Two wonderful phrases comprise the most 
glorious duet: “Will you help by raising 
funds?” and “Yes, I will!”

* Throughout this piece, I refer to Board members. All of 
the same objections apply to other volunteers and cam-
paign workers.

The 24 reasons 
Board Members and 
Volunteers give for 
not being willing to 
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AND HOW TO 
RESPOND
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One of the major responsibilities of a Board member is 
to help raise funds. If you weren’t told that when you 

joined, it was certainly our oversight and error.

We need our Board members to talk to others about giving. 
There is something else you can do. It is far more effective 
than having the staff try to do it. It is to make an appointment 
and open the door. You have the leverage we don’t have.

You don’t have to make the ask by yourself. A staff person 
will always be able to go with you. Or perhaps another Board 
member.

I WASN’T RECRUITED TO THE  
BOARD TO RAISE MONEY
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You are indeed correct. Your time to the organization is 
precious. It is an element of incalculable value.

But all Board members are expected to give and ask others to 
give. If Board members don’t give, why should anyone else? 
There should be 100% participation.

Board members are also asked to make contacts, call on others, 
and open doors.

We don’t want anything to lessen or compromise your time 
and help at Board meetings. It is too important.

Let me suggest this. Why don’t we start with one or two you 
would feel comfortable calling on.

I’ll have another Board member go with you if you like. After 
that, you can decide whether you are willing to make another 
one or two calls. Trustees are expected, as they say, to give and 
get. You need to do both.

It’s also a fascinating phenomenon that the more you give, 
the easier it is to ask somebody else for a gift. You are asking 
others to join you in a great cause.

MY GIFT IS MY TIME AT BOARD MEETINGS— 
THAT’S MORE PRECIOUS THAN MONEY
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You know what is interesting. If you weren’t busy, we 
probably wouldn’t be going to you for your help. We find 

it’s busy people who really get things done.

And the people you’re calling on are busy, also. They will 
understand and appreciate your involvement and your willing-
ness to make calls and contacts. This will be the first step in a 
favorable ask.

It’s fascinating. We find that the people who are the busiest get 
the most done. And are the most successful.

They don’t have the time. They make the time.

I’M SIMPLY TOO BUSY TO DO THIS
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I can understand how you feel. But that’s easy to overcome as 
far as asking is concerned.

Take as a given that you will never have to make a call by your-
self. There will always be a staff person or a Board member 
who can go with you.

Keep in mind, one of the most important things you can do 
is to open doors and help make the appointment. There are a 
number of people where you can do that.

And by the way, being shy is no problem. Actually, it’s an 
attribute. What is less desirable is someone blustering and 
loud, who goes swaggering in to make the ask. No one likes 
that. It’s a put-off.

The staff will coach you. You will be great.

BASICALLY I’M A SHY PERSON
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If this is the case, you should indeed not be asking others for 
a gift. If you are not head-over-heels dedicated to our orga-

nization, you very likely won’t do a good job of asking others 
for a gift. Perhaps you’re involved with the wrong organiza-
tion.

But here’s what I suggest. Get to know us much better and 
understand how we touch lives in a very special way. I’ll talk 
with you more about that.

Then, get ready to ask.

One thing we know that is one of the most powerful attributes 
in your arsenal of a successful ask is your commitment and 
passion. You must feel really good about us before you go out. 
Let’s talk some more about our outreach and how we serve in 
a way no other organization does.

I’M NOT REALLY SURE I’M TOTALLY 
COMMITTED TO THE ORGANIZATION
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I’m surprised anyone told you what level of gift you should 
be making. Perhaps they suggested an amount. It may be 

higher than you are able to do at this time.

You’re on the Board. And all Trustees, as you know, are asked 
to give. We even talk about stretch gifts. But only to the best 
of your ability. We would not expect more than that.

It is perfectly all right to say to the person you’re calling on, 
“I’m making a significant gift to the organization. This year, 
for me, it’s truly a stretch gift.”

That sort of a comment will lead you to a successful ask no 
matter how much you’re giving. Just so you’re giving.

I PERSONALLY CAN’T GIVE THE LEVEL 
OF GIFT I’M BEING ASKED FOR, SO HOW 

COULD I ASK SOMEONE ELSE TO?
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Special events are the very lowest in the fundraising chain. 
Typically, they raise very little money in relation to the 

great effort that is put into them.

Some say those special events are “friend-raising.” As a matter 
of fact, they’re not even very effective at that. Actually, it’s not 
really philanthropy. Not in the true sense.

There’s another important consideration. Studies that have 
been done indicate that for Special Events, it cost 50 to 60 
cents to raise a dollar— and that’s not counting staff time. For 
making calls to ask for a gift, it costs us 10 to 15 cents to raise 
a dollar.

Asking a person to make a gift is terribly important because it 
brings the donor one step closer to the organization. There is 
not much commitment to the organization by attending a golf 
outing.

I THINK WE SHOULD RAISE MONEY BY 
HOLDING A LOT OF MAJOR EVENTS THAT 
PEOPLE LIKE TO COME TO— LIKE GALAS, 
AUCTIONS, AND GOLF TOURNAMENTS
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Imust tell you, I’m embarrassed. I apologize. You shouldn’t 
have been told that.

Perhaps it was different then. Or maybe philanthropy wasn’t 
as important.

Today, in order to meet our mission and provide the service 
we should, raising funds is essential. We need every Board 
member to become involved.

That’s why we’re asking all Trustees to help us. Philanthropy 
is more important for us than ever.

WHEN I JOINED THE BOARD, I WAS TOLD 
I WOULDN’T HAVE TO ASK FOR GIFTS
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Writing a letter and making a phone call are probably 
the least desirable ways to get a gift. It’s better than 

nothing, but barely so.

There’s a saying in the business that you don’t get milk from 
a cow by sending a letter, and you don’t get milk by telephon-
ing. You have to sit next to the cow and milk it.

Our program is extremely important. That’s why we’re asking 
our Board members to make the call, get the appointment, and 
make the contact. The personal solicitation is the most effec-
tive way possible to get a gift.

MAYBE I’LL PHONE A FEW PEOPLE, BUT I 
CAN’T SEE MYSELF ASKING THEM TO MEET 
ME IN PERSON TO DISCUSS THIS PROJECT
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I understand how you feel. You very likely can’t give in return 
to everyone you call on.

If someone has given you a contribution for our organization 
and they ask you to make a gift— it’s perfectly all right to 
say: “I know you made a gift recently when I asked for my 
organization. And you need to know how important that was. 
You made great things happen.

“The truth is, I’m just not keenly interested in your mission. 
I hope that doesn’t offend you or won’t change the way you 
feel about me or my organization.

“I really appreciate your taking time to make the call. It’s 
folks like you who make an organization successful. Perhaps 
another time.”

The problem you raised is not unusual. I hear it often. We are 
finding more and more that people are willing to say, “I know 
you helped us when I asked, and I’m deeply grateful. I’m just 
not really interested in your program.”

WITH THOSE I CALL ON, I’M GOING TO 
HAVE TO RECIPROCATE AND MAKE A GIFT 

TO THEIR ORGANIZATION
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I f it would actually cause you to lose a friendship, they are 
probably not a very good friend.

If it is somebody you are close to, it’s all right to say some-
thing such as, “You and I are dear friends. I want nothing that 
could possibly come in the way of our relationship. But I am 
being asked to work on a program that has great meaning to 
me and the people my organization serves.

“I’m going to talk with you about a gift. But I want to make 
certain this won’t injure or compromise our friendship in any 
way.”

What you want to do is build a fire-wall between your friend-
ship and the request for a gift.

Following the suggestion I gave you, I might add something 
such as, “Let me tell you about my interest and involvement 
in the program. But I want to remind you of how important 
our friendship is to me. I don’t want anything to interfere with 
that.”

I THINK IT MIGHT COST ME SOME 
FRIENDSHIPS IF I CALL ON 

SOMEONE I KNOW
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I n a way, that’s good. Lots of folks, when they think of a 
sales person, they envision a loud-talking, back-slapping, 

extrovert. Those are the qualities least important in making a 
call for our organization.

In fact, they are an abomination. Repugnant. What is required 
is to hear your passion and commitment for our organization. 
And a quiet confidence.

Before you go out, we’ll coach you. What to say, how to 
handle expectations, how much to ask for. Nothing will be 
left to chance.

We’ll even do a little role playing. That will help a lot. You’re 
going to be able to do this. You’ll be great.

I’M JUST NOT A SALESPERSON 
AT HEART
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Y  ou can be assured that before you call on anyone, you 
will know everything there is to know about us. We’ll 

make certain of that. In order to make an effective solicita-
tion, you need to know as much as you can.

You wouldn’t be asked to call on anybody if you weren’t first 
effectively and fully prepared. You can count on that. We 
have plenty of material. We’ll go over all that with you.

I DON’T KNOW EVERYTHING I SHOULD 
ABOUT THE ORGANIZATION
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I  ’m frankly surprised to hear that. You are such a dedicated 
and effective Board member. You know full well the impor-

tance of fundraising to our organization. It’s our lifeline.

I think what you mean is that you don’t like to be pushed into 
making a gift. You don’t like an aggressive ask.

I don’t blame you. That’s the last thing we want.

What would be important is to have you tell our story— our 
service and the special way we touch lives. Talk about why 
you’re so passionate about our organization.

I’ll go with you. I’ll even ask for the gift. But it is your testi-
mony at the meeting that will make the difference.

By the way, you are doing the person you’re calling on a big 
favor. I’ll explain. The Harvard Business School completed 
research that showed, “Happier people give more and giving 
makes people happier.”

Fascinating, the more you give, the happier you are. Research 
also shows that people who give actually live longer.

So asking a person to give is a favor to them.

I DON’T LIKE IT WHEN PEOPLE 
APPROACH ME FOR A GIFT
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I  t’s not the staff’s job to do the soliciting. That’s not what 
they’re being paid for.

The staff is responsible for developing the strategy that will 
help Board members and volunteers solicit. If asked, they 
will go on a visit with a Board member.

There are times staff will do the soliciting. But that’s never as 
effective as a Board member. The job of the staff is to make 
the snowballs. Board members throw them.

I THINK STAFF SHOULD DO THE 
SOLICITATION— THAT’S WHAT 

THEY’RE PAID TO DO.
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Y  ou’re right. Raising money to meet operating expenses 
isn’t the easiest fundraising. It’s not as exciting as raising 

funds for a building.

But we couldn’t function if we didn’t raise money to meet our 
operating budget. That’s the engine that drives the train.

When you talk with someone about a gift, it’s not to keep the 
lights on. It’s about the people we serve. The lives that are 
touched. And that takes operating money.

NO ONE WILL GIVE TO US FOR 
OPERATIONS TO KEEP THE LIGHTS ON
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I must ask you to change your thinking. It’s not at all about 
begging. Quite the contrary. You’re asking someone to join 

with you in a noble cause. Begging is the very last thing that 
this is all about.

Here is what’s interesting. What we find, and you will also, 
is that people who make a gift feel the joy of giving. They 
know their gift will help make it possible to change lives 
and save lives.

I DON’T LIKE BEGGING
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N o matter how much other funding we receive, there is 
always a need for more philanthropy. There are activ-

ities and programs our organization is not now involved in 
because there isn’t adequate funding.

You would be right in thinking we don’t need more money if 
the staff said to you, “We simply can’t use more funding. We 
have more than we need.” I doubt anyone will tell you this.

I’M NOT CONVINCED WE NEED 
THE EXTRA MONEY
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T hat’s great! It means you have nothing to unlearn.

It will be easy to coach you into being a fully successful 
solicitor.

We won’t let you go out until you are fully trained. We want 
you to understand everything possible about our organization 
and the person you’re calling on.

Once you start making the calls and contacts, you will thor-
oughly enjoy it. We’ll make certain it’s a fulfilling experi-
ence for you.

I’VE NEVER RAISED MONEY BEFORE
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A ctually, that’s where you do go. To the same people. 
That’s where you are most likely to get another gift.

Giving begets giving. Those who give will give again.

There are 5 levels of giving: i) Those who give without even 
being asked; ii) Those who give when asked; iii) Those who 
will give when persuaded; iv) Those who need to be per-
suaded— they may or may not give; and    v) The inert fifth. 
They will never give.

We want to broaden our base. But our best prospects are the 
top three levels. The well-dwellers!

YOU CAN’T GO TO THE SAME WELL 
TOO OFTEN— WE KEEP GOING TO 

THE SAME PEOPLE
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I understand the feeling.

Keep in mind, you’re not being rejected. It’s not about you. 
It most likely means the person you’re calling on simply isn’t 
interested in our organization.

I suggest you follow the dictum:

SW SW SW SW

Some Will, Some Won’t, So What, Someone’s Waiting

Go on to someone else.

I AM VERY UNCOMFORTABLE 
WITH BEING REJECTED



I’M NOT GOING TO ASK

24

T he trouble with borrowing money is that you have to pay 
it back! And over time, if our organization carries an 

indebtedness, it’s like an anchor around our neck.

If we’re paying interest on an annual basis, it means we’re 
not putting that money into service. It’s a terrible burden to 
carry. In the end, it keeps us from meeting our mission.

There’s something else very important to consider. When 
people give to us, they feel more involved. They care more. 
There’s a biblical reference that says: “Where your treasure 
is, there is your heart.”

WHY DON’T WE JUST BORROW 
THE MONEY WE NEED?
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Y ou’re probably right.

At some point, you need to think about which organi-
zation is your top priority. You should be giving important 
support and strength to them. It may be true that serving on 
three Boards is too much.

But I tell you what. Let me suggest that you don’t give me a 
definite no yet. Think it over. We can meet in another week 
or two and revisit the question.

We really need your help. Perhaps you could make one or 
two calls for us. It would be terribly important to us.

I SERVE ON TWO OTHER BOARDS AND 
AM RAISING MONEY FOR THEM. I’D BE 

SPREADING MYSELF TOO THIN
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I understand completely. Very often, friends are actually the 
most difficult and awkward to call on.

Here is what would be helpful. Write a letter indicating you’re 
a member of our Board. Open the door for us. Write that you 
have asked one of the staff to call for an appointment.

That will really help. That will pave the way.

Geting the appointment is harder than getting the gift.

As far as your other calls are concerned, we’ll make certain 
these are good prospects to visit. They may be people you 
know, but we’ll make certain they’re not close friends.

I’M NOT GOING TO ASK ANY OF MY 
FRIENDS— I WON’T DO THAT



I’M NOT GOING TO ASK

27

Y ou are the spark that lights the blaze.

You are among a chosen few. On a bold 
journey.

You are raising the funds to provide the 
scholarships. Heal the sick. Feed the hungry. 
Build the buildings. Furnish the equipment. 
Find the cures. And order the world.

Magnificent things are happening in your 
organization. You make it happen. It couldn’t 
be done without you.

You dream the unthinkable. Attempt the 
impossible. It is the magic of your involve-
ment that leads an organization to success. 
New plateaus.

You know it’s worth it. You know it’s paying 
off.

AN OPEN LETTER TO BOARD MEMBERS

The long hours, the extra gift you make, the 
one more committee meeting you attend, 
the never-ending reading to prepare, asking 
others to give— that’s what it takes.

It requires commitment, hard work, and 
hours. But who said it would be easy. You 
know that what you do impacts the lives of 
hundreds and thousands for generations to 
come.

You are an Olympian. You will forever be, to 
use Ernest Hemingway’s salute: “the winner 
and undisputed champion.” You feel the 
rapture of being alive.

You are among the exalted. You make it 
happen.

Jerold Panas
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