
The Ultimate Fundraising Phone Call

How to make the most of your fundraising phone calls to 
deepen relationships, raise money, and further your mission.



Believe it or not . . . 
The telephone is still an incredibly effective fundraising and 
relationship-building tool.

Yes, people do indeed still talk on the phone.  

Especially to someone – or with an organization – they care about.
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Phone conversations are the only other methodology that allow 
for the back-and-forth conversation and two-way dialogue.

Done well, they can be an extremely effective fundraising, 
cultivation, and stewardship tool.

And making great phone calls is a skill any fundraiser can learn . . .  

It’s no secret that the most 
effective fundraising 
technique is that face-to-
face, in-person meeting. 

Online virtual meetings are 
becoming a  close second.
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Setting Up for the Phone Call
Above all else, remember that the phone exists for the donor’s 
convenience, not ours.

Whenever we make a phone call, we’re asking the recipient to let 
us into their busy day and interrupt whatever it was they were 
doing when we called.

We’re asking for their permission to enter their world and have a 
conversation.

There are a few strategies we can use 
to ease into the call:

üWhenever possible, send a letter or 
an email in advance of the phone call 
that includes

ü Letting them know you’ll 
be calling and when

ü Why you’re calling
ü An opportunity to reach 

you or make a decision
before the call
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ü Focus on making the experience  comfortable for the donor

ü Have a plan for what happens after 
the call before you reach out
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The Pre-Call Communication

Mr. and Mr
s. Jack Sp

ratt

1234 Any S
treet

Anytown, U
SA  12345

Dear Jack 
and Eileen

,

Once again
, let me t

hank you f
or 

your thoug
htful gene

rosity and
 kind 

support of
 Acme Char

ities.  Yo
ur gift 

means the 
world to t

he childre
n and 

families w
e serve.

In the nex
t few days

, I will c
all 

you to sha
re with yo

u how your
 gift was 

put to use
and the im

pact you m
ade.  I 

would also
 like to s

hare with 
you plans 

for next y
ear and in

vite you t
o, once 

again, be 
a part of 

this impor
tant work.

I look for
ward to ta

lking with
 you 

soon!  Aga
in, please

 accept my
 deepest 

thanks for
 your kind

ness.

With deep 
gratitude,

John J.J. 
Schmidt

Developmen
t Director

Remind them of their gift and prime 
their identity as a kind, thoughtful, 
generous person.

Brief statement of what their gift 
accomplished.

“Announcement ” of the phone call and 
setting expectations for the discussion.

A heartfelt, warm & fuzzy close.

The pre-call communication piece will result in a higher chance the donor will 
answer the phone or take your call.  It confers credibility on you as the fundraiser 
(send on organizational letterhead!), lays out expectations and paves the way 
for a good conversation.  You’re more likely to achieve a higher gift on the phone 
vs. mail, so it does not include a reply device.  It should include contact 
information so the donor can reach out to you, if they need or want to.
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Prepping for the call
Make this phone call a priority be sure to schedule time to fully 
prepare.  Remember that you may talk to hundreds of donors, but 
for that donor YOU are their only experience with your organization.  

The old saying is especially true with phone calls, “You only have one 
chance to make a first [or second or third] impression!”
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o If you’re using a mobile device, make you’re somewhere with 
good reception – nothing can ruin a great call more quickly than 
a bad connection

oFind a quiet place without background noise; remember that 
nearly 20% of adults have some form hearing loss, so make 
sure you can be heard clearly without interruption or noise
o Consider using a quality headset or earphones if you prefer to be on the 

phone ‘hands free’
o Don’t call from the car or other distracting environment – you want the 

donor to feel like they are your number one priority

Before you Dial:

oReview the donor’s record 
– giving history, details, 
family members, etc.

oConfirm you have their 
correct name and phone 
number
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The Script
While you want your call with a donor to flow naturally and 
organically, the structure of the call is important to make the right 
impression, leave the donor feeling very good about the 
experience, and achieve the outcome you want.

Whether it’s a cultivation, stewardship, or solicitation, your phone 
call should follow this general outline:

I. Introduction – state who you are and why you’re calling.  
Confirm you’re speaking to the right person

II. Relationship – ask open-ended questions to encourage 
conversation and create a comfortable, easy atmosphere

III. Case for Support – information about the organization and the 
mission that is relevant to the donor

IV. Call To Action/Ask – What you’re asking the donor to do

V. Confirmation and Next Steps – confirming the donor’s 
commitment and/or what they can expect to happen next

TCB Fundraising | Phone Script
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The Script - Introduction
The Introduction is the most critical part of the phone call.  This will 
set the tone for the rest of the experience.

Some Do’s and Don’ts:

DO:  Introduce yourself first
• Stating who you are, where you’re from, and why you’re calling establishes 

credibility and confidence and lets them know you’re someone they know, 
expecting, or can be trusted

DON’T:  Ask “How are you?”
• This is a standard telemarketing technique that puts people on the 

defensive right away because they hear it so often

DO:  Ask the donor how to pronounce their name if you need to
• “Please pardon me, I am not sure how to pronounce your first name/last 

name and I want to be sure to get it right.”  Don’t be afraid to ask; repeat it 
back to them to ensure you have it right.

DO:  Smile
• It may sound cheesy, but you can hear a smile on the other end of the line.  

Approach the call, especially the Introduction, with high energy and a happy 
face as if this the best thing that you’ve gotten to do all day.

DON’T:  Rush
• Breathe, take your time, and make sure to get this critical part right from the 

outset.

TCB Fundraising | Phone Script
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The Script –
Introduction Sample

Hello!   My name is John Schmidt.  I’m the Director of 
Development at Acme Charities may I please speak 
with Jack or Eileen Spratt?

A:  This is Jack

Hi, Jack.  I’m so glad to be able to speak with you 
today.  As I said, my name is John and I’m calling 
from Acme to follow up on the letter that I sent you 
last week.  Is this a good time for you to chat for a 
couple of minutes?

{pause and wait for response/confirmation}

TCB Fundraising | Phone Script
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The Script – Relationship Building
The goal for this second part of the conversation is to help the donor feel at ease 
and, essentially, remind them of why they started supporting your organization to 
begin with. 

This section should flow easily and naturally and not be at all contrived or 
perfunctory.  Really listen to your donors to determine how engaged they are with 
talking – some may just want you to get right to the point.

A great way to start this portion of the call is to confirm their contact information 
and/or how they wish to be listed.
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SAMPLE OPEN ENDED QUESTIONS:

Jack, thank you so much for taking my call.  If I could, I would just like to confirm how 
you would like to be addressed.  Our data shows ”Jack and Eileen Spratt at 1234 Any 
Street”, is that correct?

If you don’t mind my asking, how long have you lived in Anytown?

How did you first become aware of or involved with Acme?

What led you to want to support Acme Charities?

What programs or services that Acme Charities offers are of most interest or most 
compelling to you?

How do you feel Acme does at fulfilling our mission and serving this community?

9



TCB Fundraising | Phone Script

Active Listening
Active Listening is the art of being present and attentive during any 
conversation – particularly with a donor.   It is giving them full attention and 
letting them feel like they are valued and important.  To incorporate Active 
Listening into your calls, practice these techniques:

ü Take notes of key phrases or important points the donor says while 
responding to questions

ü Pause slightly before responding

ü Repeat what the donor said back to them before asking another 
question or making another statement

ü Let your next talking point build off what the donor just said – don’t 
introduce a new topic that isn’t relevant to what’s being discussed

ü Ask for clarification or for the donor to expand further on what they’ve 
said .  Use the phrase “What I heard you just say is . . .”

ü Listen for background noise (dogs, children, etc.), or little cues they tell 
you about their lives to help find connection to the case for support
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The Script – Case for Support
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Your case for support is what 
you’re asking the donor to, 
well, support.

Ideally, you would have two or 
three funding priorities that the 
donor could choose from, or 
that you could use to frame 
your unrestricted support as 
examples of what their gifts 
accomplish.

Note:  If you are asking for unrestricted support, be certain to clarify 
that with the donor and do not give them the impression that their gift will 
only be used for their priority. 

e.g. “Jack, I understand you care a lot about the children in our 
community – your support can be used to provide many resources for kids, 
along with our programs that serve the community as a whole.”

Use what you learned from the 
Relationship Building segment 
to tailor the case to the donor’s 
specific interests or personal 
passions.
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The Script – THE ASK
If you’ve really developed a strong relationship, and made a 
compelling, interesting offer as part of the case for support, the 
Ask is the easiest part of the call.

In fact, many donors will offer to make or renew their gift before 
you even have to ask them.  If you’ve included an ask and strong 
case in your pre-call  material, they already know why you’re 
calling.  Your job, now, is as a facilitator, not a solicitor.
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Remember this - an ask is an invitation to a       
donor to join in solving a problem or being a part of a 

bold vision and mission.  Keep your focus on the 
transformational impact of giving, not the transactional 
details of money exchange.

Making the Ask:

ü Offer a specific amount

ü Present it with confidence

ü Stop talking

Jack,  you’ve told me you care a lot about the children in our 
community.  To help them would you make a gift of $1,000 to Acme 

Charities today?
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The Script – Overcoming Objections
As a fundraiser, it’s very likely you will hear “no” more often than 
you’ll hear ”yes.”  It’s true on phone calls, too.

Your role is to figure out if it’s a hard no or if it’s a “not yet.” 

The main goal of the phone call is to leave the donor feeling good 
about the experience and your organization, so responding to 
objections requires a gentle touch.

The two most important words in any phone call are:
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I UNDERSTAND
Regardless of the objection, responding with “I understand” lets the 
donor feel heard and validated.  Then let them know they’re not 
alone by adding “and I’ve talked with a few other of our supporters 
who have felt the same way.”
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The Script – Overcoming Objections
If the objection is to the ask amount, step back from the 
conversation about money and go back to things you learned 
during the relationship building

Your goal during this part of the call is to help the donor remember 
why they supported you in the first place.  
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I understand, and I’ve talked with a few other donors who have been in similar 
situations.  You mentioned earlier that your grandchild had really benefitted from one 
of our programs; what was it that made it so special for her?  [Talk briefly about 
programs/mission].  You know, when I have talked to other donors like you, they’ve 
decided to make a gift of {half of the ask amount}, would that be more comfortable for 
you?  **You may also wish to ask the donor if they had a more comfortable amount in 
mind assuming they indicate interest in continuing to give.

Financial/Can’t Afford

No Reason/Won’t be Giving Again

I understand and I’ve talked with a few other donors like you who weren’t able to renew this 
year.  If you don’t mind my asking, were there any problems with Acme or did we disappoint 
you in any way?  [you might get some very good feedback here – prepare to take notes]

Some Common Objections

Not Going to Decide/Won’t Give On Phone/Will Think About It

I understand.  What many of our supporters do is make their gift online or send their 
donation via mail.  I’m going to send you an envelope and form you can use to make your 
gift and will also send you an email with a link to our online donation page.  Please, may I 
confirm your address/email address? 
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The Script – CONFIRMATION
When the response to the ask is a “Yes!,” make sure to respond 
with huge, genuine, heartfelt gratitude!

“Oh, Jack, that’s wonderful!  Thank you so much.  You and 
Eileen are so generous and kind to support Acme once 

again this year.  I can’t wait to tell the rest of the team and I 
know they join me in expressing our deepest thanks.
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Then explain to the donor what will happen next:
ü Confirm if you should record this as a pledge or if they intend to 

make their gift over the phone or online right away
üTell them how their gift will be used/what impact it will have
üSend a confirmation (preferably a hand-written note), thanking 

them for the call, their time, and their generous support.  This 
should be sent immediately after the call.  Don’t wait! 
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Some Things to Remember
The most important thing to remember about donor phone calls is that 
your primary goal is to leave the donor feeling good about the conversation 
and your organization.

Some calls may last a long time, others may be short – but using an outline 
of the steps and a script will help you guide and focus the call on that goal –
and help you raise money and secure the gifts.

The most important part of the call is the Relationship Building step – it’s 
where you’ll learn the most about the donor, be able to give them 
information about your organization, and really develop that strong 
relationship with the donor.

After all, fundraising is about relationships.

Feel free to edit the language of the script to sound more personal and like 
you but use the structure of the script to help guide the focus.  Especially 
the Introduction.  Remember, you have less than 20 seconds to capture 
their interest and intention.

The second most important thing to remember is that this is meant to be a 
joyous, delightful exchange.  Relax into it, be curious about who your 
donors are, really listen to them, and make it fun for both of you.

If you treat your phone calls like a chore and a task, your donors will, too, 
and will likely be transactional donors.  

If you approach this with joy, your donors will, too, and you’ll both experience 
the transformational joy of philanthropy.

TCB Fundraising | Phone Script
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Script Workbook
INTRODUCTION

Hello, my name is ______________________________ and I’m calling from 
________________________________________ , may I please speak with 
___________________________________________________________?

Thank you!  Hello, _______________________________, as I mentioned, 
my name is _________________________________________ and I’m calling 
from _________________________________________________ to follow up 
on a letter/email we recently sent you.   First and foremost, I want to 
thank you for being such a kind and generous supporter of 
____________________________________________ and to share with you 
what an impact your gift has made.

RELATIONSHIP BUILDING

______________________, if I may ask, what led to your interest in 
________________________________________?

What prompted you to make your first gift to ______________________?

Are there particular programs or initiatives that you are most 
interested in?

TCB Fundraising | Phone Script
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Script Workbook

RELATIONSHIP BUILDING

How do you feel about supporting ________________________________?

Why do you feel that giving is important?

Do you believe that __________________________ is important to our 
community?  How so?

CASE FOR SUPPORT

_________________, earlier you mentioned ___________________________, 
were you aware of our focus and program on 
__________________________________________________.

{Have 2 or 3 funding priorities or case statements ready to discuss 
with the donor based on their interests and priorities}

TCB Fundraising | Phone Script
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Script Workbook

THE ASK

__________________, I’m so glad to hear that you believe in the work of 
________________________________ in our community.  With that in mind, 
would you consider renewing/making a gift of $_______________?

OVERCOMING OBJECTIONS

I understand, ________________, and I’ve talked with other donors who 
are in a similar situation/feel the same way, etc.

{Return to Relationship Building}

CONFIRMATION

{IF NO}:  ________________, I want to thank you so much for your time 
today.  I would still welcome the opportunity to meet with you or 
have you tour our facility/programs.  May I call you in a few weeks to 
schedule that?

{IF YES} _____________________, you’re wonderful.  Thank you so 
much!    Your thoughtful generosity is gratefully appreciated, and I 
hope you know that your gift will impact__________________________.
Thank you! 

TCB Fundraising | Phone Script
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T. Clay Buck, CFRE
Consultant/Master Trainer

702-373-4869

clay@tcbfundraising.com

www.tcbfundraising.com

TCB FUNDRAISING is a full-service fundraising and  
communications consulting firm that focuses on 
philanthropy from individuals, particularly at the low and mid 
range of the donor pyramid.  A thirty-year veteran 
fundraiser, T. Clay Buck, CFRE, has been both a front-line 
nonprofit leader and a senior consultant at major national 
firms.  He was the Vice President of Client Services for IDC, 
Ltd., an international phone fundraising consultancy and is 
an AFP Master Trainer.  To learn more, please visit

www.tcbfundraising.com

This work is licensed under Attribution-NoDerivatives 4.0 International.
To view a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/4.0/
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