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Over the years I have attended a number of presentations about involving Board members
and other high level volunteers in your planned giving program.  One specifically
covered selecting Board members and training them so that they could accompany staff
and be the ones to actually make the “ask.” Board members and volunteers were rightly
seen as the most effective ones to make the asks – particularly to their peers.

In theory, this always seemed like a wonderful way to work with my Boards.  However,
my Boards were never able, or were not willing, to function in this way.  As I spoke to
them further, I found that there were several major reasons for this:

1. Many Board members were uncomfortable, or even frightened, by being responsible
for such asks and involvement.  Often Board members who were selected particularly for
their professional fundraising expertise, e.g., attorneys or financial planners, were least
willing to make an ask.  While training may help, I have found the volunteers particularly
unwilling to attend such training.

2. Often Board members did not want to be involved in the ask because if they ask their
peers, they become susceptible to being asked to support their peers’ charities in return.
In most social circles, this is an accurate assessment of the results of an ask.  If, however,
a Board member is open to such an exchange, it gives the organization an opportunity to
have access to the new donor and to use appropriate stewardship techniques to move the
donor into a true donor-type position.  But the reality of the objection remains.

3. Board members don’t want to be seen as begging.  When a Board member mentions
this, I can generally talk them through it, provide them with training, etc.  One of the best
ways to overcome this objection is to work on increasing the Board member’s
understanding of the value of the organization.  We will discuss this more fully later.

Another topic I have heard covered numerous times is the use of Board members and
high level volunteers, particularly financial and legal professionals, on a planned giving
committee.  I think this is a wonderful idea and it could be used profitably.
Unfortunately, even though we have recruited both Board members and seemingly
appropriate professional volunteers, I have never been able to have such a committee
work profitably.

I have had several such committees that met regularly to “discuss and assist” the planned
giving program.  However, I found one or more of the following each time:

a) The members were interested only in discussing and/or setting up planned giving
seminars.  They would discuss the seminar content, place, speakers, etc.  Then each
person present would be assigned and agree to a task.  Then, after one productive hour,
the meeting would end.

We would meet again a month later, only to find that not one Board member had done his
task (unexpectedly full schedules, health and family problems, “Oh, did I agree to do
that?” etc.)



b)  Members were far too busy to remember to attend meetings (or, some emergency
came up, etc.) no matter how recent the phone and e-mail reminders had been.  We would
work with a 50% group and seem to make some progress, only to have it undone when
the remaining 50% attended the following month.

c)  Then there were those who came to the meetings only to hear themselves talk and to
impress the others on the committee.  These meetings turned out to be both unproductive
and boring.

Having had such poor success using the traditional means, I worked on developing
methods that would engage my Board members effectively.

But before we discuss how to engage the Board members, it might be valuable to discuss
why we want to go to the effort of engaging Board members in the planned giving
program at all.  There are several reasons which, to me, make the effort of engagement
worthwhile.

1. Involving Board members helps to develop a level of credibility of the planned giving
program within the organization.  As Board members are involved, they become
advocates for the program.  As they understand the timing and workings of the program,
they become spokespersons for the value of the program, even when results may not be
immediately visible.

2. As Board members become involved in the planned giving program and as they have
personal contact with the donors, hearing the stories, appreciation, and enthusiasm that
inevitably come from those who are visited, there is a passion for the organization that
develops in the mind and emotions of the Board members.  The experience provides
personal and real examples of the accomplishments and value of the organization in a
way that cannot be gleaned from sitting in a standard Board meeting.

3. Involving Board members in the planned giving program is a marvelous way to
cultivate the Board members themselves.  It seems that when I make presentations to the
Board as a whole, individual Board members do not internalize the material.  They thank
me for the work that is being done and applaud the successes, but they leave the meetings
with no further personal involvement than they had when the arrived.

When Board members accompanied me on visits to donors, I found that they listened
more intently.  As I explained various aspects of planned giving and ways that a planned
gift could help in planning, they tended to remember.  Often after such visits, the Board
member will ask about the specific situations I had described during the meeting,
frequently applying the information to his own situation or that of a friend or relative.  As
a result, it meant that I was able to address information relevant to the Board member in a
non-threatening way, which has ultimately resulted in having a number of Board
members become planned givers to the organization.



Also, as the Board member becomes more knowledgeable about the planned giving
options and vehicles, he reaches out to other Board members to explain and excite them
about planned giving prospects.  Often his enthusiasm and knowledge, when reported to
the Board, are sufficient to stimulate others to be involved – both as donors and in the
program itself.

4. Participating in the planned giving program encourages them in their role in the
accomplishment of the organization’s mission.  As the Board member is intimately
involved with those who have been aided by the charity, he feels personally involved in
what is going on.

5. Being involved in the planned giving program allows a Board member to have fun in
his role.  Much of what he does is the work of meetings, planning for special events,
soliciting items for the silent auctions, etc.  Most of this is not “fun.”  However, taking a
donor to lunch, listening to expressions of gratitude, having good conversations, learning
from the experiences of others is exhilarating and encouraging.  For once, the Board
member is doing something that is natural and enjoyable.  And as both the donor and the
Board member are taken to lunch, etc., the Board member feels equally honored.

When I first started thinking about this presentation, we at the Red Cross were
conducting a training for Board and other high level volunteers, along with staff, that
taught the skills of conducting profitable visits, visit techniques, personal interaction
skills, listening skills, telephone skills, mentoring by staff, mentoring of other Board
members, and the maximization of available time.  This program was very well received,
and we were excited about it.  The training included quite a bit of role playing, along with
stress reduction techniques, etc.  I was very excited about this training and expected to
see quite a difference in participation levels as a result.

 What I have found, to my great disappointment, is that I have seen absolutely no
difference in the level of participation or willingness to be involved in the program.
Many have thanked me for the training.  Some have said that it has been very helpful at
work.  But I have seen no effect in my work.  In addition, it was a real struggle to get the
Board members to attend.

As a result, I have decided that training for the Board members is best accomplished “on
the job.”  As we are driving to a donor’s home, I talk to the Board member about what we
will look for in order to determine whether the donor is a strong planned giving prospect.
I also talk to him about using good listening skills – and about the type of “talking” input
that is most appropriate from him.  I talk about things to be aware of and to observe in the
donor’s home and the resulting conversation that may ensue.  I do light role plays with
him.

This is a great time to instruct, because I have the Board member as a captive in my car
and he has to interact.  The retention of this information appears to be quite high.  And he
is prepared for the visit to come.



I generally don’t focus on the various planned giving vehicles during the trip to a donor’s
home.  I use the actual visit time for that.  During the visit with the donor I will discuss
different aspects of planned giving.  If I know the specific interests of the donor, I will
speak to what fits the donor’s situation.  If, however, I don’t know the specifics of a
donor’s situation, I will select a discussion of vehicles that will fit the interests and/or
needs of the Board member who is accompanying me.

This has resulted in some very interesting rides home, as the Board member asks
questions about the situation I had discussed with the donor.  Several times, I have had
Board members say to me, “You won’t believe it, but I have that very same situation
myself.”  There have been a number of times when I have closed gifts with the Board
members as a result of donor visits.

Part of my Board methodology derives from my own philosophy of planned giving – and
some of you may strongly disagree with that philosophy. Having said that, I never ask for
a planned gift.  I have found that as I get to know and steward donors, and as I see what
their needs and desires actually are, and analyze how a planned gift can help address their
needs, then, in a joint process, we can structure the most appropriate gift.

As a result, I focus my Board efforts in the direction of stewardship and cultivation – not
as much to structure a plan as to structure an opportunity.  So I try to structure my Board
activity in the same way.

I start with the one or two Board members who are somewhat responsive to my
suggestions; ones who realize the importance of a planned giving program and ones who
are generally not the financial professionals.  I start with ones who have no fundraising
egos to bruise, but ones who love the organization and are wanting to help.

There are three different levels of Board involvement that I look for.  They are
a. passive involvement
b. backline involvement
c. frontline involvement

I start my Board members slowly in the passive involvement and move them through to
the frontline involvement.

Passive involvement includes ways that Board members can be involved in an
introductory fashion, where they are not required to exert any creative or anxiety-
producing effort.  For example, they can attend various organizational activities.  A board
member can attend a donor recognition event or a legacy society event and can use the
opportunity to get to know the donors.  They can sit and chat with donors and try to
establish a relationship with a donor or two that can then be followed up on.

Or, the Board member can write personal notes or thank you letters to donors, send
donors personal invitations to events, etc.  This makes the name of the Board member
known to the donor with essentially no risk or exposure to the Board member.



The Board member can also be enlisted to read planned giving materials and make
reports to the rest of the Board.  This helps identify him with the planned giving program,
with essentially no discomfort to the Board member.  It puts him in a place of
prominence with respect to both the planned giving program and the Board.

The goal is to then move the Board member to the next level of the backline involvement
with the program.  Backline involvement includes ways that Board members can be
involved in planned giving efforts with minimal effort and low-level anxiety.

I usually start my Board members with thank you calls.  These are pure thank you calls
with no suggestions of an ask involved.  It is simply calling planned giving prospects who
have made current gifts to the organization and thanking them sincerely for what they
have done and for sacrifices that had to be made to enable the gifts.  Then they hang up.

The response of the donors has been marvelous – usually genuine surprise – “no one
from any charity has called to thank me.”  And very often they want to talk about why
they have given.  Their stories are priceless and encouraging.

I read an article recently on thank you calls.  It emphasized the need “not to miss any
opportunity” and suggested that after the thank you, you follow up with “and remember
that we still have on-going needs today and would appreciate your ongoing support.”

To me, that takes away the effectiveness of the pure thank you.  We have always received
gifts from those called – both immediately and over ensuing months.

The thank you calls for Board members do several things:

a) They put the volunteers doing planned giving in a non-threatening position.
b) Many times the donor being called will respond with stories or descriptions of why
they have been faithful donors over the years.  This is strongly encouraging to the Board
members and helps to instill a greater appreciation of the organization in the minds of the
Board.
c) It gives Board members a sense of success – the task has been accomplished with
minimal pain.
d) It encourages the Board members to do something else in the planned giving
continuum of experiences.

Another step is to encourage Board members to invite potential donors to an
organizational event.  The level of risk is relatively small, since it is simply an invitation.
A failure to attend is not seen as a rejection of the individual Board member, but can be
attributed to schedule conflicts, etc.

A major step in working with Board members is to have them accompany staff on visits
to donors to deliver newsletters, certificates, or other things that are to go to the donors.
For example, if you have a legacy society event and gifts are handed out, you can go to



deliver the gifts to those who were unable to attend.  There is very little risk or exposure
on the part of the Board member, who is simply delivering material which is anticipated
and desired by the donors.  There is a good chance that the donors will not only accept
the gift, but that they will also invite the Board member in for a discussion.  Such
contacts are extremely positive and confirming for the Board member.

The final goal is to move the Board member to frontline involvement, which includes
activities which will require more effort and creativity.  These are events that can be
orchestrated by staff to reduce anxiety producing situations.

A situation which can be easily set up is to have the Board member pick up donors for
various organizational events.  This is a situation which can be orchestrated to have the
Board member pick up a potential planned giving donor, thereby creating a situation
where a very natural interaction can take place.  The parties are in a closed car together
and have a chance to talk and to begin to establish a personal relationship.   After such an
encounter, a followup is natural.

Or, the Board member can work on cultivating relationships that have been started in the
previous two stages.  They can send holiday and birthday cards to the donors.  And
postcards from vacation.  In developing a relationship with several donors, they can take
a lead role in handling those relationships.

Another thing that Board members can do is to provide referrals to other potential donors.
This is a more frightening proposal, since it means taking the risk of exposing the Board
member’s connection with the organization and, perhaps, putting the Board member in a
position of having to defend his involvement.  This can be accomplished by simply
providing the names to the staff to follow up.  More helpfully, it will involve having the
Board member approach an acquaintance himself and, hopefully, call the potential donor
to introduce staff members and to set up visits.  In the most effective situation, the Board
member will also be willing to attend or accompany staff members on visits  to the
potential donor.

As you have the Board members involved to this extent, it is important to reduce the level
of anxiety for them by creating a visit situation that is enjoyable for all involved.  This
can be done in a number of ways.  The staff member can set up a visit to a donor which
can take place in the donor’s home.  Such a visit is generally preceded by the presentation
of a gift or other item.  The atmosphere is pleasant to begin with.  It can continue as a
very pleasant visit, as all parties get to know each other.  The staff member will be the
primary director of the visit.  The Board member will be instructed prior to the meeting in
how to listen and what items he will be requested to discuss with the donor.

These visits are marvelous times of hearing about the value to the donor of the
organization and the commitment the donor feels.  The stories of the donors are
marvelous, and serve to encourage the Board member in the value of the organization.



The donor visits can also be accomplished over a lunch or dinner.  This makes the visit
even more pleasant for all involved.  I have over the years tried to put a monetary value
to taking donors to lunch.  Such visits have consistently increased the likelihood of a
planned gift.  And the likelihood has increased even more when a Board member is
present at the meeting.  And what Board member does not like having a chance to talk to
donors over a relaxed meal.

The beauty of using Board members in a planned giving program is that they don’t need
to be involved in an “ask.”  Since planned giving is truly a relationship
building/cultivation/stewardship program, it means that Board members can provide
substantial service while the final matching of the prospects and appropriate planned
giving vehicles can be left to the staff member.

Board members can also participate by opening their homes for a neighborhood tea or
cocktail hour.  This does not need to be something elegant.  It is not the situation where
the event needs to be an expensive, catered event.  People who are being introduced to
planned giving situations should be made to feel comfortable.  This means that a tea,
where tea is actually served along with cookies, is a powerful way to introduce a Board
member’s neighbors to the planned giving program.  It can be a good neighborhood get-
together for very little work – a pleasant event for the neighborhood that produces great
returns for the organization.  And, other than cleaning up the house for the neighbors’
arrival and making a pot of tea, there is little to be done.  A Saturday tea with invitations
that indicate the time commitment is limited, e.g., from 10:00 – 11:00, often draws well
in a neighborhood, sometimes simply for the curiosity factor.  And it works a positive
event for the neighborhood.

One of my most successful programs with Board members has been our professional
lunches.  This consists of having a Board member invite to his office those professionals
with whom he personally works – e.g. his accountant, his attorney, his financial planner,
his insurance agent, etc. Often they will also invite, in addition, a work associate or
another Board member, who will attend to see how it all goes.  The Board member
invites all these to lunch, guaranteeing a one-hour maximum for the time.  He provides
pizza and soda, or something similarly easy.  For the first 20 minutes we talk about the
organization and what it is doing.  For the second 20 minutes we talk about ways planned
giving can help solve donor problems, and for the third 20 minutes, we take questions.
Everyone is out in one hour, unless they choose to stay longer individually.

This puts the Board member into a positive, but non-threatening, position.  He is inviting
only those that he knows well.  It doesn’t take a lot of preparation.  He gets to introduce
the session and tell why the organization is important to him and why he is serving as a
volunteer Board member.  And these lunches are almost always productive, resulting in
calls from the professionals in attendance.

One of the important opportunities it gives me is to tailor the donor needs that I discuss
so that I am sure to hit at least one that I know will apply to my Board member.



Whenever I involve my Board members, one of my primary goals is to cultivate them in
a non-threatening manner.

In a similar way, Board members can hold a light brunch, an afternoon tea, or an evening
cocktail hour.  In this case it becomes a matter of inviting neighbors and friends, rather
than professionals.  And while it is a little more informal, it runs the same basic series of
topics:  1. update on organization, 2. meeting your needs with planned gifts, and 3.
questions and answers.  It is, however, more work for the Board member.  But some
Board members love them and view them as accomplishing two purposes at once:
fulfilling both a Board obligation and a social obligation.  And, again, I tailor toward the
Board member and/or situations that the Board member feels are appropriate for those in
attendance.  These gatherings are really quite a lot of fun for all involved.

When cultivating donors, I often take them to lunch or dinner as part of the cultivation
process.  This is a wonderful time to take along a Board member.  It serves as a means of
cultivating the Board member as well.  In addition, it gives the Board member a chance to
develop a personal relationship with the donor that is easy for the Board member to
continue into the future.  It provides enough of a relationship that the Board member can
very naturally follow up with a note, a birthday card, or an invitation to an event.

Another way to engage Board members is the let them participate in themed planned
giving seminars.  I have had very little success with regular planned giving seminars.
There are so many seminars in our area, offering everything from monetary incentives to
free dinners, to tickets to Atlantic City, that my regular planned giving seminars become
simply “one more of the bunch.”  So I have gone, instead, to themed seminars.  They are
a little more work, but have been substantially more successful.  For example, one of my
chapters did a seminar on identity theft, with our District Attorney and the Chief of
Police.  We then did a segment on “since you’re thinking about ways to protect yourself
and your identity, why not think about ways to protect your estate, as well.”  We talked
about drawing up a will in a trust and moved into an abbreviated seminar on steps you
should take to be sure your estate is in order (with your appropriate charitable bequests in
place).  The important part for this session is that there are a number of tasks that can be
undertaken by Board members.

Board members can invite friends to attend.  They can do the introduction of the
presenters.  They can give a brief description of the organization as part of the
presentation.  They can be available to greet prospects who are attending.  They can
follow up with attendees.

All of these opportunities open up a chance for Board members to take a
leadership/encouraging role with the rest of the Board.

When a Board member has experienced a success – regardless of how large or small, he
can report to the whole Board at a regular meeting – or by e-mail or note, although in
person is preferable.



The enthusiasm is contagious and often encourages another Board member or two to take
their first steps into the planned giving program.

A Board member who has been cultivated through his own participation can make his
gift.  He can then encourage other Board members to do likewise.

Sharing stories of donor visits with all the positives about your organization helps to
strengthen the zeal for the organization on the parts of all the Board members who listen
and encourages others to participate.  It can start a chain reaction of positive experiences
on your Board and can give planned giving a reputation of being something fun to be a
part of.


