MGI Leadership Volunteer Training Module

Ask Scenarios

INSTRUCTIONS: Divide into groups of three. Taking Scenario #1, one member of the team will play the role of prospect, another will play the role of solicitor, and the third will observe the process and offer suggestions for improvement. Shifting roles, do the same for Scenario #2 and Scenario #3, if yours is a public television station, and Scenarios #4 and #5, if yours is a public radio station. 
Joint licensees should consider how to integrate these asks into a comprehensive case for your station’s service in the community.
Note any overall observations you have about the asking process to offer when the larger group convenes.

Scenario #1

John Smith inherited the family office supply business from his father, Henry, following the latter’s death in 1993.  Henry had been part of the local business scene for many years. Under John’s leadership, the business appears to be a success, but a national office supply chain moved into town two years ago. Because Smith Office Supply is privately held, you have no way of knowing how this new competition has affected the business. 

John and his wife, Martha, have two teenaged daughters. Martha returned to teaching school two years ago. This apparently was not a financial decision. She is said to love teaching and wants to restart her career now that her daughters have reached an age at which they can be more independent. 

John and Martha give to the local Symphony, whose board he served on until last year. He is currently on the board of the local hospital, to which he recently made a capital campaign gift, and his company is an active United Way participant. He gives to several other causes in town, but the symphony and hospital are the main ones.

The Smiths have been members of the station for three years, and their most recent gift was $250. This followed a visit the corporate support manager made to them in November to seek underwriting support. John turned down the request, but two weeks later responded to their renewal request by increasing their gift from $120 to $250. There was no note attached, and there has been no further cultivation.

The prospect screening committee evaluated John and Martha as capable of making a $2,500 annual commitment and that a probable area of interest was the Ready to Learn program. They assigned the card to you because you know John casually from Rotary and your firm does business with John’s store. 

In calling to accept the appointment, you told him you wanted to talk with him about support for the station, but offered no details. He agreed to the appointment, but you were unable to gauge his degree of interest. 

Scenario #2

George and Alice Jones have been members of the station for four years. For the first two years, they contributed less than $100, but two years ago, they made a $365 challenge, which they repeated last year. They are up for renewal in October and have been selected as prospects for the Leadership Circle. 

They were invited to two station events after upgrading to $365 and attended one of them. While there, George told a member of the staff that he considers The NewsHour to be the most balanced news program on television, but that has “has problems” with some of the other programs. The staff member was afraid to pursue the matter. Alice indicated an appreciation for the station’s arts and culture and seemed a bit embarrassed at her husband’s vague criticism.

George is Vice President of a local company which manufactures specialty components for use in large networks. The company is public, and you know that John holds a block of stock valued at more than $2,000,000. The prospect screening committee believes his annual income is in excess of $250,000 and believes he could make a $10,000 annual gift to the station for its literacy outreach project if asked right. 

You know Alice quite well through your shared service on the foundation board of the local library, but you have only met George. When you called to request an appointment to visit with both of them about the station, George said he would handle it. They have no children.

Scenario #3

Ruth Walters is the widow of James Walters, who passed away last year after a long illness. As his health began to deteriorate, he had sold his business and invested the proceeds carefully, affording his wife a generous retirement income. Provision was made for both their children, who are successful adults, in the will, so what’s left—at least $20 million—is hers to spend. And to a certain extent she has. Within months of her husband’s death, she sold their modest 50’s ranch style home and moved into a downtown condominium worth $750,000.

Then there is her giving. Her husband was never generous. Ruth made small, quiet contributions to the station each year instructing the membership department not to send any mail. “I don’t want my husband to know I’ve given you anything,” she once confided to the membership director with a conspiratorial chuckle.

A few months ago, she made an unrestricted gift of at least $5,000 to the symphony, and her name is listed in the program. She increased her annual gift to your station to only $500, but that’s the most you ever ask for on air, so she may think that’s all you need. She has been seen at a number of other events in town, and a number of organizations are clearly courting her. 

She attended a station cultivation event last month and seemed to truly enjoy herself. You were assigned to her table, and when you asked her what she watched on the station, she responded: “Everything. If it weren’t for public television, I’d throw my TV set out.” She began bemoaning the lack of values on commercial television and said, “I really fear for the younger generation.”

There is clearly a lot of potential here. The screening committee knows she could easily equal her gift to the symphony, but given time, she could do far more. With adequate cultivation, she could be a planned giving prospect. (She is active and youthful at 74 and seems to relish being on her own.)

The committee recommends that you seek a $5,000 unrestricted gift, but you want to be sure that you don’t ask for too little – or ask too early.

Scenario #4 (radio music stations)

In the above scenario, imagine that yours is a classical music station, that Ruth is a patron of the arts, is a member of the station, but gives modestly. Your task is to convince her that public radio has the same value she attached to the symphony, even though it lacks the social benefit she gets from attending a live concert. 

Scenario #5 (radio news stations)

Barbara Merritt is president of her own company that counsels women who are launching their own businesses. She has become very successful since her start-up ten years ago and recently has been interviewed on one of your station’s programs. She makes a small membership gift, but is neither a major annual giver nor a corporate sponsor. 
Your station is launching a campaign for a three-year fund to expand its local news coverage. Your committee believes that Barbara could make a substantial personal commitment to this campaign, but that she could also be a key volunteer in the fundraising effort.

Visit her and begin a conversation with her that uncovers her interests…beyond the obvious ones represented her business. Determine on the basis of this conversation what next steps might be. How would you further cultivate her? 
