A Little Research Helps a Lot
This is a story about how a simple and successful solicitation technique grew out of a small amount of field research.    

Some years ago, when I was in higher education development, my responsibilities included an alumni telephone campaign – a phonathon – for my then college employer.  At the time, we enlisted the help of local alumni clubs in metropolitan centers in the mid-Atlantic area.  
We would have a local chair, who would recruit alumni volunteers, and we also had a travelling student group … volunteers, yes, but we did give them a day’s adventure in New York, Washington, Philadelphia and so on.   Altogether we had approximately 30 student volunteers who would work a variety of locations.   We would go into a town, set up shop at a bank, accounting office, brokerage, basically a place with a lot of phones and access to outside lines.  We had lots of food and a good system of managing the calls and the prospect cards. 
Alumni and students would then get their pre-session instructions and start the evening’s calling.  Not surprisingly, the results – while positive – were often uneven.   

As our sessions went along from city to city, however, I noticed that a number of students were significantly more successful, returning both a higher success rate and a higher dollar commitment from the people they called.   This was true even when compared with alumni callers, many of whom were calling friends, classmates and other known prospects.

Here’s where the research comes in:  between sessions, I decided to interview individually the student callers who were posting the highest success rate.  I wanted to see if there was any common thread which could be applied across the board.  I discovered that one student liked to call alumni from her dad’s class a few others – guys, of course – talked about the latest sports results, some talked to those who had graduated in their major field, some brought alumni records up to date, and so on.  Nothing too remarkable there, nor too unexpected.   

But then, when I listened to how each of these highly successful callers actually conducted their conversations a trend began to emerge. Virtually every successful student caller employed a three-step process:       

For step one the student caller would give the person a friendly greeting, and establish the reason for the call – alumni fund, capital campaign, parent’s fund, or whatever.   There were many individual ways to do this, but basic was a greeting and an up-front friendly statement that this was a fund campaign call.
Step two was to steer the conversation away from the solicitation to whatever the caller felt comfortable or familiar with: Dad’s class, current trends in the major field, record of the basketball team, and so on.  As an added wrinkle, those who got the prospect to talk about themselves during this part of the call were usually most successful.

Step three was to return to the business at hand:  the fundraising call.  Again styles varied, but this was a “business” call and the alum at the other end of the line usually appreciated a businesslike return to the ask … typically with a suggested amount.

The year that I discovered of this three-step approach, I changed our phonathon pre-session orientation to explain it to all the callers.  It’s so simple: (1) the opening, (2) some non-fundraising conversation, (3) return to the ask.  The Phonathon realized improvement in results all down the line – 50 to 70 percent over comparative sessions was not unusual – for our callers who used this approach.  When I thought about this, I realized that step 2 – non fundraising conversation – gave the prospect being called a chance to reflect on their connection with the college.  
In recent years, in our fundraising counseling practice, my partners and I have applied this three step approach for personal, face-to-face solicitations for capital campaigning as well as annual giving.   The lesson seems clear:  when volunteer solicitor is trained to run on a carefully worked out track, confidence builds and with confidence comes fundraising success.

A little research CAN help a lot.
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