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INTRODUCTION

Almost every American does it. In 2007, the population of

the United States gave $306 billion to charity. That sum

represents 2.3 percent of the average American’s

disposable income. Two-thirds of all households contributed

funds to nonprofit institutions. For each of the last five

years, Americans donated more to their favorite

organizations and causes than they saved for themselves.

And of that total, corporations gave $15.7 billion, or about 1

percent of their pretax income.1

Giving is not a spontaneous act. People, corporations, and

foundations donate funds largely because they are asked to

do so.

It is a puzzle that while giving funds to nonprofit

institutions is hardly unusual, the act of asking seems so

universally disliked, misunderstood, and disdained. It is

even more perplexing to discover that there is no must-

read, must-own guide to raising funds, given the hundreds

of thousands of Americans who struggle to solicit donations

every day.

Yours for the Asking has been written for anyone who

wishes to overcome the fear or simply the hesitation of

asking friends and strangers for money. It is designed for

those who wish to improve the effectiveness of their

fundraising. It is motivated by the conviction that more

charitable funds are available by orders of magnitude to

prevent and cure disease, eliminate poverty, expand

education, and relieve the misery of the bottom billion

human beings who find themselves seemingly fated to

occupy the lowest rung of the economic ladder.



The capacity and willingness of Americans to support

nonprofit institutions has withstood the test of time.

Of course, when employment, gross domestic product,

corporate earnings, and the stock market are rising at a

vigorous pace, so, too, do the prospects for robust giving.

But even when the U.S. economy falters, donations to

charitable causes can remain vibrant.

After all, the case for many nonprofits strengthens as the

economy weakens and as all levels of government

experience expense budget cutbacks. For the poor among

us, for the victims of recession, the Salvation Army, Catholic

Charities, the Federation of Jewish Philanthropies, and

Protestant Welfare Agencies and the local church and

synagogue are an indispensable safety net. In rough

economic patches, more Americans turn urgently for help to

the vital services they provide. When jobs are cut, homes

are foreclosed, and government assistance decreases, the

need for compensatory charitable support is clear, present,

and compelling.

For many Americans, the charitable act is habitual. It is

performed through thick and thin. Built into our values,

giving to organizations and causes we care about becomes

an integral part of our lives. Central to our identity,

philanthropy comes naturally.

For the affluent, paying for charitable gifts tends to

emanate from accumulated assets, not annual income. The

rich don’t donate funds from paychecks. Their ability to be

generous is much more a matter of stock and real property

holdings, alternative investments, and old-fashioned

dividends and interest. Blips on their economic radar

screens should not be an impediment to the generosity of

those most fortunate Americans.



In any event, the advice offered here will work in good or

bad economic periods. A source of guidance for all seasons,

you are invited to place the precepts of Yours for the Asking

into practice. Ride the wave of American prosperity, or

cushion the blow of occasional austerity, with this

guidebook at your side.

It is estimated that there are at least 125,000 full-time

professional fundraisers in America. Every one of them

needs to read this book. And fully 26,000 of them are

members of the Association of Fundraising Professionals.

Illustrative of the rapid growth of the fundraising profession

is this striking fact. The Johns Hopkins University employs

more people in its fundraising operation, 350 strong, than it

has professors in its School of Arts and Sciences.

Those paid to raise funds only scratches the surface of the

audience for Yours for the Asking. One of the principal

obligations of trustees of nonprofit organizations is to

donate charitable funds and to raise them, or more

colloquially, to give and get. The actual number of board

members in the United States is reliably estimated at 4

million.2 But there are many other volunteers raising funds

who are not trustees. Indeed, on average, adult Americans

devote five hours per week of their time volunteering for a

nonprofit institution or cause.3 No small portion of those

hours are given to raising funds or in kind support.

The associations of fundraisers are categorized by sector:

health, education, social services, arts and culture, and the

like; gender and ethnicity; geographic location: city, state,

region, national; and new and emerging causes.

These organizations, numbering in the hundreds, all are

devoted to improving the efficiency and effectiveness with

which funds are raised. Yours for the Asking is intended to

help them advance that objective.



The audience for this primer on fundraising is intended to

extend even beyond professionals who get paid to do it,

trustees who are expected to do it, and volunteers who offer

to do it.

What about the politicians who are constantly in the

fundraising marketplace?

Or hedge fund, private equity, and other investment

professionals who prowl the world in search of capital to

invest or deploy?

Or the tens of thousands of students studying at any of

the hundreds of colleges and specialized institutions to

prepare for careers in nonprofit institutions?

In the measure that fundraising is an act of persuasion, of

winning friends and influencing people, Yours for the Asking

can help anyone in the business of separating people from

their assets or income for a purpose that serves the public.

Yours for the Asking is a guide, a manual, a how-to for all

those with an instinct to raise funds and those who harbor

fears or qualms about doing so.

It explains in easy-to-understand language how to reach

wealthy people face to face, in writing, in large groups, at

special events, and over the Internet. And once you’ve

gained access to them and gotten their attention, how to

bring home the bacon.

It helps solve the mystery of fundraising from foundations,

those notoriously elusive entities that seem to house

experts in closing doors, ignoring solicitations, and, when

pressed for an answer, saying no.

It demonstrates how many ways there are to tap the

resources of donors, large and small, for the institution or

cause that commands your respect, affection, and attention.



It helps you to locate the intersection between the

interests of business and the needs of your nonprofit

organization. Find those connections, and you will easily tap

corporate resources.

The book not only offers pithy lessons in memorable

language but includes examples as exhibits. The persuasive

and moving follow-up letter to a face-to-face solicitation.

The compelling foundation proposal. The direct mail piece

that breaks through the clutter of the mailbox. These

illustrative materials help to show the reader “how to,” not

just offer advice from “on high.”

As the president of Lincoln Center, the world’s largest

performing arts center, I’ve led in the effort to raise over $1

billion in a six-year period. As president of the International

Rescue Committee, a very different organization serving not

art lovers but impoverished refugees and displaced people,

I’ve raised hundreds of millions of dollars. As the architect

and founder of the AT&T Foundation in 1983 and 1984, then

the largest corporate philanthropic enterprise in America, I

gave away, in a dozen years, well in excess of $1 billion of

support. And as executive director of the 92nd Street Y,

trustee of over a dozen institutions, and volunteer to at

least an equal number, I’ve raised hundreds of millions

more.

In fact, my friends and colleagues have been heard to say

that almost every call from Reynold is a collect call.

Yours for the Asking is the distillation of all that I’ve

learned from these experiences about requesting help,

soliciting support, and asking for money. It is intended to be

useful to small, medium-size, and large organizations

running the gamut from health to education, from the arts

to humanitarian causes, from think tanks and advocacy

groups to community-based outfits and social services

providers, and from the established to the fledgling. Tightly



woven into America’s social and civic fabric are nonprofits

that together are important enough to become known as

America’s Third Sector, business and government being the

first two. For that Third Sector to thrive and with it for

America to seize its opportunities and meet its challenges,

philanthropic support must grow mightily.

I hope that you will benefit from my triumphs and defeats,

successes and humiliations on the playing fields of twenty-

first-century philanthropy.

We begin in Chapter 1 with an explanation of why I

believe there is a yet-to-be-tested elasticity to charitable

contributions. The staggering growth of net assets in

America, and globally, spells opportunity for all those

seeking to solve serious problems, to repair some part of

our broken world.

Fundraising to realize such dreams should be the welcome

responsibility not just of development staff, but of the

president, executive director, or chief executive officer and

the members of the board of directors at whose pleasure he

or she serves.

The capacity to contribute at levels much, much higher

than the $306 billion raised in 2007 is undeniable. The

critical needs addressed by the nongovernmental

organizations in America are proven and persuasive. The

profound obligation to convince those with the wherewithal

to give more of themselves to institutions and causes larger

than themselves falls to you and your professional and lay

colleagues.

That is not a burden. It is a pleasure. That is not a job. It is

a calling.

What’s needed is a description of how best to raise funds,

particularly from individuals, who consistently represent 80

percent of all giving in America. Chapters 2 and 3 attempt



to capture the temperament and technique, the teamwork

and homework, the act of acquiring an appointment, and

the art of face-to-face solicitation, in writing and by phone,

formally and informally.

There is not a trick up my sleeve, a clever maneuver in

my mind, or a mystery that I leave undisclosed. You’ll long

to tear yourself away from the printed page and ask for a

gift right now, right away, as in why wait?

Oddly, not nearly enough attention is paid to the

members of a nonprofit board of directors as a major,

indispensable fundraising source. I argue that the cultivation

of trustees for major gifts falls to the president as much as

anyone else. How trustees are treated, how highly they are

valued in the governance process, and how much focused

time is spent on tapping their intellectual gifts and business

and social connections is critical to successfully raising

funds from them.

Institutional donors, foundation and corporate, are a

special challenge. Unlike most individuals, they often come

equipped with guidelines, rules, regulations, and eligibility

criteria that, taken together, are high barriers to entry.

Neither entities are models of transparency or clarity. They

are difficult to figure out, hard to access, and, certainly by

comparison with the individual donor, slow to move.

Overcoming these obstacles is well worth the effort. To

general donors, the imprimatur of foundation and corporate

support is weighty. It suggests that due diligence was

conducted in a highly competitive process. It not

infrequently conveys multiyear support, and, in the case of

corporations, may involve in-kind gifts and cash from the

expense budgets of lines of business or staff departments

within the firm as well as from its philanthropic arm.



Explaining how best to win funds from these two very

different kinds of institutional donors is the aim of Chapter

4. It is written from the vantage point not only of a frequent

solicitor, but of a former trustee and chair of a large family

foundation (the Nathan Cummings Foundation) and

president of a very large corporate fund (the AT&T

Foundation).

As individual investors are instructed over and over again

to diversify their portfolios, we are told that how we allocate

assets by sector (commodities, treasuries, domestic

common stock—large cap, small cap, mid-cap—foreign

stock in mature economies, emerging markets, hedge funds,

private equity) may be more important than the particular

firms or funds we invest in.

The equivalent kind of thinking for the fundraiser begs the

question of how to divide our finite resources between

pursuit of the individual and institutional, on one hand, and

the many techniques of fundraising on the other. In Chapter

5, I choose two fundraising methods to illuminate, special

events and direct mail. The specialized skills applicable to

each will become abundantly apparent, as is the connection

between these ways of soliciting funds and climbing the

ladder of fundraising success with any individual donor. For

what special events and direct mail have in common is that

they allow us to identify individuals of particular

philanthropic promise who merit personal attention.

Lawyers are frequently heard to observe that an oral

agreement is not worth the paper it is written on. I

sometimes feel that way about fundraising. It is a field more

talked about and around than practiced and more discussed

than written about. So I’ve selected from among the very

challenging questions I’ve been asked about the how-tos,

whys, and wherefores of this still-mysterious process and



taken a stab at providing what I hope are cogent answers.

That’s what Chapter 6 is all about.

In Chapter 7, I distill from the book pithy lessons about

fundraising that you can consult regularly. They comprise

my hymnal. I recite them as in a totemic incantation. They

give away my most precious secrets. It is inconceivable that

you will heed this advice and not experience significant

improvement in your fundraising. With such a claim, I

exhibit the self-confidence of a veteran fundraiser. Please

forgive me.

Fundraising doesn’t work unless it combines inspiration

with perspiration. Motivating yourself, day in and day out,

means being reminded that what we do in the vineyards of

the Third Sector really matters and that donors provide the

equity and the venture capital that make miracles happen—

in the hospital, in the classroom, in the research laboratory,

on the stage, and amid some of the most desperate

conditions of failed states around the world, where dire

poverty, instability, and refugees and displaced people

abound.

I take the occasion to remind us that the first three letters

in the word fundraising are fun. The whole endeavor is fun,

actually. Lots of it. And I’ve been fortunate to enjoy a fair

share.

Chapter 8 tells some very funny stories about my

adventures in fundraising. They have only one thing in

common. Every one of them is true. No exaggeration. No

hyperbole. Well, almost! Humor with a point of view and

some important lessons to learn.

In Chapter 9, we explore the future of fundraising,

attempting to discern long-term trends, best put here in the

form of questions:


