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Discovery Guide
If we want donors to understand us we have to start by understanding them.  Donors 
give for their reasons, not ours.  We don’t convince them.  We help them realize they 
already care.  Great discovery is the key to retain and upgrade our donors.  To help you 
maximize the most out of every moment with your donor I’ve outlined how to approach 
discovery, some of the best discovery questions you can ask, and phrases to encourage 
open-ended dialogue.  

HOW TO APPROACH DISCOVERY 

Discovery centers on humans favorite subject – ourselves!  Statistically people spend 60% 
of conversations talking about themselves. Make sure that isn’t you talking AT the donor 
about how great the organization is!  Aim to talk 25% and listen 75% of the time.  Your 
goal here is twofold:  to find out what matters to them and build your relationship. You 
are creating interest and value by asking questions that engage the donor.  Find a topic 
that is interesting to them, build rapport and start probing.  

WHAT CAN I DO BEFORE THE CALL OR VISIT TO LEARN MORE ABOUT THE DONOR?

A quick Google search and LinkedIn search can reveal a lot about a donor. You can also 
follow them on open platforms like Twitter, Pinterest and Google+.  This kind of quick 
research might reveal interesting conversation points you want to bring up, shared val-
ues or linkages between the donor and the organization.  Be tactful.  You don’t want to 
come off like a stalker.  You might use your research as a conversation starter, i.e. “Run-
ning a company and having little ones must keep you busy!  How do you juggle career 
and parenting?”  “What positive ways has being involved in your ______ (alma matter, 
church, community group etc.)  impacted you?”

WHAT SOFT SKILLS CAN MAKE MY DONOR FEEL AT EASE?  

Exude positive energy.  Smile throughout the conversation, whether you are on the 
phone or in person.  Maintain eye contact.  Express a genuine interest in them.  Share 
sincere compliments.  Begin with small talk, i.e. “Have you had a chance to take some 
time off this year? If so, where did you go? If not, what would you like to do?”.  If you are 
visiting in person be conscious of your body language.  You should have open body 
language – arms outstretched (not folded in front of you), legs uncrossed, feet pointed 
towards to the donor.  If you have materials with you put them down so they don’t create 
a physical barrier between you and the donor.  
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ASK PERMISSION TO ASK SENSITIVE QUESTIONS 

You don’t want this to feel like the Spanish Inquisition.  Start by asking the donor permis-
sion to ask questions.  This shows respect for the donor, the topic and how you are using 
their time.  For example...”Do you mind if I ask you a question?”  “Well, I’d love to get to 
know you better and learn more about your interests.  Would you mind telling me more 
about the causes important to you?”  

WHAT IF THE DONOR SEEMS SURPRISED TO HEAR FROM ME?  

That’s ok!  These donors may have been neglected by your organization.  They may not re-
member they are a donor.  Our donors may be blissfully unaware of the date or amount 
of their last gift.  They may not even recall our organization’s name.  Bottom line, your 
donors will ever be as informed as you are on your programs and services.  This is normal 
and to be expected.  Reassure the donor you are only calling to thank them for their gift, 
learn more about what inspired them to give so generously to your organization and 
find out if they have any feedback, thoughts or ideas on how you can make their experi-
ence more positive and/or get them involved.  

WHERE COULD I MAKE A CONNECTION WITH MY DONOR?   

Discovery is finding out what matters to a donor and then building a relationship with 
them around what they care about.  You could make a connection around any interest.  
You’re deepening a relationship.  One of the greatest gifts we can give our donors is the 
feeling of being known by us.  Some of the areas you might explore include….

PERSONAL INTERESTS 

 ( Family

 ( Leisure-time activities

 ( What matters most in life

 ( Education

 ( Financial philosophy

 ( Philanthropic interests

 ( Civic involvement/interests

 ( Future hopes and plans

 ( Personal heroes

 ( Religious preference/importance
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POLITICAL/BUSINESS INTERESTS

 ( Political Persuasion

 ( Conservative vs. Liberal

 ( Passive vs. Strong opinions

 ( Opinions on social issues

 ( Business/Career

 ( Career progression

 ( Management style

 ( Community, statewide and/or na-
tional involvement

 ( Accomplishments and setbacks

WHAT DOES IT TAKE TO BE GOOD AT DISCOVERY?

The best fundraisers are curious.  They take the time to learn about their donor’s passions 
and preferences.    

WHAT ARE THE SOME GREAT DISCOVERY QUESTIONS TO ASK A DONOR? 

 ( Tell me about your life.   

 ( What inspired your first gift?  

 ( What causes are you most passion-
ate about?

 ( What do you hope to achieve with 
your philanthropy?

 ( How do you like to be invited to 
make a gift?

 ( Why does our cause matter to you?

 ( What do you love about what you 
do?  

 ( What was the best gift you ever 
gave and why?

 ( Do you have any feedback for us? 

 ( Is there any way we can make your 
experience more positive?

 ( How can we get you more involved? 
May I invite you to _____?  Can I in-
troduce you to _____?

 ( What values do you hold most 
dear?

 ( How does one make a difference in 
the world?

 ( What legacy do you want to have?  
Can you finish it alone?

 ( Which of the organizations that you 
support does the best job of keep-
ing you involved?  How?

 ( What is most important to you?

 ( Are there particular programs or 
areas that interest you?

 ( As you think about the future of our 
work, what are some of your wor-
ries?  What are your hopes?
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ARE THERE ANY QUESTIONS THAT ARE OFF LIMITS?

Avoid yes/no questions.  Steer clear of politically charged topics outside of your mission, 
especially if you suspect you and your donor might disagree.  Ask open-ended ques-
tions.  Asking anything you already know, such as when they gave or how much they 
gave, is a waste of valuable time with your donor.  Every second counts with your donor, 
so be strategic!   

WHAT SHOULD I DO WITH ALL THE INSIGHT I GLEAMED FROM MY DONOR(S)?

You spent a lot of time and thought finding out about your donors.  Make sure others 
can access these insights too!  Record the details of your conversation and their answers 
in your donor database or CRM (constituent relationship management software).  Your 
donor does not want to have to repeat the answers to these questions again in a year 
when the gift officer has a new portfolio or has left the organization.  Keeping good re-
cords of your discovery helps keep staff attrition from causing donor attrition.    
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