
Engaging Employers –  David Lovelock 

 

 

 

The Cultivation Cycle  
 
  
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1. Give Before Asking 
 
Every campaign volunteer/canvasser is expected to make his or her own commitment before 
asking others.   
 
2. The Right Canvasser 
 
“People give to people – who represent good causes”.   
 
Every effort will be made to enlist the most appropriate volunteer/staff.  In most cases, the 
right volunteer/staff will be the canvasser who is deemed to have the most influence and 
ready access to the potential donor.  No volunteer/staff should accept a prospect that they 
cannot access and/or influence.  Volunteers/staff should agree to solicit a prospect only if they 
believe the “ask amount” is reasonable.  
 
3. Face-to-face Engagement 
 
All cultivation and asks are done on a personal, face-to-face basis.  The potential donor 
warrants this level of respect and your organization is too important to be treated casually. 
 
 
    
 

The Cultivation Cycle 

2. Interest Meeting  

3. Tour/Visit

4. Ask Meeting

5. Thanking, 
Recognition &
Stewardship
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4. Follow the Plan  
 
Successful campaigns adhere to the plan and process.  Fundraising combines the “science” 
of prospecting, gift charts and cultivation, with the “art” of engagement, listening and matching 
donor interest with our need.  More often than not, campaigns that fail do so because they fail 
to implement their plan. 
 

Donor Prospect Identification 

 
To ensure our face-to-face campaign’s success, our plan is for each volunteer canvasser to 
identify/select 5 to 10 donor prospects (can include former donors).  
 
The three key factors to identifying potential donors are: 
 

1. Connection – the strength of the organization’s and/or canvasser’s connection to the 
prospective donor 

 
2. Capacity – the financial ability of the prospective donor to make a donation at the 

level the organization is seeking 
 
3. Interest – the extent to which the prospective donor has demonstrated interest in the 

organization or similar organizations in the community 
 

 
  
Most potential donors are identified through some mix of the following: 
 

1. Through Data Bases & Research 
         - foundation directories; chamber of commerce; web searches; other organization’s 

annual reports, etc. 
 
2. Through Involvement 
        - current and past volunteers, staff, donors, participants/clients, special event 

attendees, suppliers, partners, etc. 
 
3. By Asking Others for Their Suggestions 
       - board members, staff, partners, political leaders, business leaders, friends, etc. 
 
4. Through Your Personal Network 
      - family, friends, clients, businesses you use, etc 
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The Prospect Cultivation Process 
 

The cultivation process enables us to renew existing donors and convert potential donors.   
This is achieved by face-to-face meetings in which we strive to: 
 

1. learn about them --- what they value; what do they care about; what are their 
community connections; how they feel about volunteer issues, etc; 

2. share our plans and engage/motivate them so that they want to learn more about  
3. raise their giving sights by focusing on what matters to them (our Case), and; 
4. secure a significant and meaningful gift. 

 

While cultivation strategies will be customized to fit the needs of each probable donor, a four 
step process is generally followed:   
 

1. Awareness - Book the meeting 
2. Interest - Initial face-to-face exploratory meeting (interest) 
3. Desire - Visit and tour of your program (tour/visit) 
4. Action - The Ask: Matching their interest with our needs (ask) 

 

**Sometimes the entire cultivation and ask process happens in the first and only 
meeting we have with the prospect, whereas in others it may take many months to 
move the prospect from “interest” to “investment”. 
 
 

 
1. Booking the First Meeting 
 

Our goal in the cultivation process is to meet face-to-face with our probable donors.  We 
begin by requesting the opportunity to meet, typically via email or by phone.  When you ask 
for this meeting some of your key messages are: 

 
1. You are a volunteer/staff with your organization. 
2. We are reaching out to previous donors, key friends and community leaders to share 

our plans and seek their feedback/ impressions, and hopefully win their support. 
3. We would like 30 minutes of their time for a face-to-face meeting.  
4. We are not expecting them to make a donation at this meeting (perhaps later in the 

future, but not at the first meeting). 
5. And we will be joined by (we will have determined in advance if a staff person or 

another volunteer is joining you). 
 

 

Once you confirm the meeting date and time, inform?? Immediately so that they can ensure 
we are tracking campaign progress.   
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2. First Face-to-Face Meeting (interest) (30 minutes) 
 

The purpose of this meeting is to: 
 

 learn more about the probable donor, their interest, community connections, etc. 

 share your plans for 2013 (focus on your key program areas) 

 determine the probable donor’s level of interest in your cause 

 move to next step (tour and/or ask) 
 
Our goal is to ask lots of questions – ideally they talk at least 50% of the time.  We are 
seeking their perspective and to engage them.  Generally there is no formal request for funds 
at this visit, unless the prospect invites us to make “the ask”.  
 

Introductions (5 minutes). Our objective is to get acquainted and ‘break the ice.’  You, and if 
you are with a partner, share why your involved and your commitment to the Campaign’s 
success. Ask questions to explore the probable donor's understanding about your 
organization, seek their personal stories and connections, and identify areas of mutual 
interest/connection.   
 

Share our Plans (10 to 20 minutes).  Focus on the big picture.  Avoid overwhelming the 
probable donor with too much information.  Keep it simple.  Throughout this portion of the visit 
we are seeking their thoughts and reaction.  To help prompt dialogue, ask open ended 
questions and listen carefully.     
 

Agree on Next Steps (5 to 10 minutes). Based upon what we have learned during the visit, 
suggest that they join you to tour/visit.   If they are not ready or willing to visit/tour ask them for 
another meeting date so that we can provide them with more information.  Conversely, if they 
invite you to “ask” them to support the campaign, be prepared to make “the ask”.  
 

Thank the Probable Donor (2 minutes).  Be sure to thank the probable donor and confirm 
the next steps. 
 

3. Visit/Tour (invitation) (45 minutes to 1 hour) 
 

This is the opportunity to deepen our relationship with the probable donor and “invite” them to 
become a donor.  It provides them the opportunity to “kick the tires” --- to see real people 
engaged in real programs.    
 

A specific agenda will be developed for each tour/visit, but generally they will include: 
 

a. Welcome & Review Tour (2 to 5 minutes) 
b. Tour the Facility and/or Meet Others (20 minutes) 
c. Question and answers (10 to 15 minutes) 
d. Confirm Next Steps (2 to 5 minutes) 

 

Throughout this stage we continually listen and engage the probable donor to try to better 
gauge their interests and giving level.  This information will be used to help develop our 
specific “ask” or proposal(s).  Two ways to get a clearer sense of their potential giving levels 
are: 
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1. Provide Examples of Gifts in Action – during the tour and Q & A, if they begin to 

express interest in one or more specific program areas, you can share with them how 
different gift levels have different impact.  Such as: 
 
 $20,000 to fund … 
 $10,000 to fund … 
 $5,000 to fund … 
 $2,500 to fund … 
 $1,000 to fund … 
 $500 to fund … 
 

2. Refer to the Campaign Giving Chart – if they are interested in your success, they will 
want to know how to help.  By sharing the “giving chart”, they will better understand our 
plan and will likely develop a sense of how they can help. 

 
When you share this type of information with the probable donor, listen carefully to how they 
respond, what they ask about, etc.  In most cases, they will tell you/signal to you their area of 
interest and their potential giving level.  
 
We end the visit/tour by asking if they are willing/interested in meeting one final time to allow 
us to formally make the “ask” --- matching the probable donor’s interests and capacity with 
our priorities.  

 
 
4.  The Ask (30 minutes) 
  
Prior to this “investment” meeting the campaign volunteer(s) and staff will determine and 
prepare a proposal/ask that may be in writing or presented verbally.  This customized 
proposal seeks to align the probable donor’s specific interests and giving level with our 
priorities.   
 

The meeting will typically follow this pattern: 
 

a) Welcome and thank probable donor for ongoing interest  (5 minutes) 
b) Present proposal/make ask (5 to 10 minutes) 
c) Solicit probable donor’s advice and feedback (5 to 20 minutes) 
d) Thank and agree on next steps (2 to 5 minutes) 

 

During the “Ask” Take Time to Highlight: 
 

 You Have Made Your Gift.  Remind them that you have personally made a gift and 
the all members of the organizing committee have made their gifts. 
 

 Payment Options. The opportunity to make monthly payments, perhaps using their 
credit card, etc. greatly enhances the possibility of a larger gift. 
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While everyone will have their own way to approach and phrase “the ask”, in most cases we 
will present a “focused” ask, depending on what we have learned about the prospect.  For 
example: 
 

 We are hoping you will consider making a gift of $xxxxx to fund the  
__________________ (the specific program area they have expressed interest in). 

 
Once you have asked, be comfortable with silence … let the probable donor be the next 
person to speak. The probable donor may need time to think about what you have asked for.  
In all likelihood your probable donor will give one of four answers: 
 

1. Says yes. Express your gratitude and discuss method and timing of payment.  A gift 
form will be will be included in your call package.  Have the donor complete and sign 
the form. 

 

2. Asks for time to consider the request.  This reaction is common.  Encourage careful 
consideration of the request and express your appreciation.  In this case, it is 
extremely important to establish a follow-up action.  Keep control of the process by 
confirming when you should follow up with them. 

 

3. Agrees to a smaller gift than requested.  Every effort should be made to secure a 
gift at the highest possible level. However, a probable donor may opt to give less.  
Follow your instincts.  If you feel that the offer is final, accept it.  If you feel the probable 
donor could be encouraged to raise their support, express your appreciation to the 
probable donor, but tactfully explain that your organization would really benefit from 
their increased support.  

 

4. Declines our request for support.  Some probable donors will decide not to make a 
gift.  This happens for a variety of reasons.  The timing may not be good for them, they 
may have other commitments, or they simply do not wish to support ORGANIZATION. 
Leave the door open by thanking the probable donor for taking the time to listen.  
Indicate that if they should have a change of heart or circumstances, we would benefit 
greatly from their support.  If timing is the issue, ask when might be a better time to 
return to them. 

 

 If they say “no”, consider asking the following four questions to gain greater insight 
into a probable donors objection: 
 

o Is it the Cause? Sometimes potential donors harbor negative issues and 
memories about your organization, other agencies, etc.  Try to learn if there are 
unresolved issues that we can fix. 

o Is it the funding opportunity?  We may have asked them to consider funding 
the wrong priority/program area. 

o Is it the amount? We have been too aggressive in our ask.  It may be possible 
to agree on a smaller donation.  

o Is it the timing? We may have asked at a bad time (kids at university; stock 
market losses, etc).  Need to re-explore spreading payments out over a couple 
of years, having payments delayed and/or visiting them again later in the year. 
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They’ve said Yes!  Now what? 
 
Congratulations, you have successfully cultivated your prospect and secured a gift!!   
 

 Complete the Donation Form.  The donation form will be part of the call kit.  Right 
after your donor says yes, complete the form.  This form determines how they wish to 
pay (cash/cheque/credit card; immediate payment, delayed payment or multiple 
payments).   

 Get the Form To ??.  Once the form is completed, please get it (and their payment if 
you have it) to one of us right away. Upon receipt of the form, we will send a written 
confirmation of the donor’s gift to the donor and arrange for payment, tax receipts, etc.  

 Stewardship Begins.  Our hope is that your donor has made their first of many gifts to 
you.  To realize this, we need to keep the donor connected and engaged, so that when 
we ask next year, they are ready and eager to give again (more on stewardship later)! 
 


