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Time Choices – 

Where focus goes, energy flows… and results 

In interviewing dozens of high achieving high value fundraisers over the years, I’ve noticed one 
especially fascinating difference about how they go about their jobs…

1) Whenever possible, they do donor-related tasks before doing internal-focused tasks.

2)  When they communicate with donors, whenever possible they choose to do so in ways 
that are build more rapport and are more persuasive (such as meeting donors or talking 
to them on the phone, as opposed to easier seeming communication choices such as 
email).

I’m not suggesting that applying this concept is easy, for you or for anyone else. The problem 
is made harder still in many charities where you are expected to do many tasks other than 
those that are strictly speaking about fundraising. So of course it may often feel like the odds 
are stacked against you in applying this tactic…

And yet, I have found that though applying this idea in practice may right now feel difficult, 
simply being willing to weigh up the idea and working out whether you think it makes sense, is 
the first step to applying your version of it as much as you can. 

Pauline’s £17 million secret

When I interviewed an ultra-successful major donor fundraiser several years ago, I wanted to 
know why she believed her results in working with major donors were so much higher than 
those of her colleagues.

She told me that the heart of her success stemmed from the following tactic.

1.  You come in every morning and ask yourself, what are three things I could do today 
which would make the biggest difference to my results in the medium and long-term? 
(Hint, very often, if you are a major donor, trust or corporate fundraiser most of these 
tasks will involve communication with supporters / setting up a meeting with them, or 
finding great ways to help them feel pleased with their existing gift / partnership.)

2. You do those three things before you do any of the other things on your To Do list.

Just think about it for a moment. Even if once a week Pauline does not manage to follow 
through on her principle, she will still make at least 12 ‘moves’ or steps to increase the level of 
trust and warmth that donors feel towards Pauline and the charity. 

Can you see how doing this week in, week out, cannot help but lead to a situation in which 
some of those supporters trust so much, and have so much conviction that the charity solves 
a problem they care about, that to ask them to make a generous donation (and sometimes, 
give again) feels entirely natural? The majority of the £17 million came from people who gave 
repeatedly, (and usually more each time).
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How could you harness the power of Pauline’s secret?

After the courses in which I’ve shared this story, several people always send me feedback about 
the difference it has made to their results and their momentum. For example, one fundraiser 
called Tom, who then worked at Scope, told me that on one Wednesday he simply couldn’t think 
of the third ‘move’ he should do that would in some way build trust / relationship with a donor. 

But after drawing a blank, he decided to look back through the file of past donors and found 
donors on the database who had supported the charity more than four years ago. He got in 
touch with one of them, set up a meeting, and in that first conversation in four years the donor 
decided to make a gift of £62,000.

Note, this same tactic works in whatever fundraising role you have. It’s not only 
for high value fundraisers.

Here’s your chance to test this and see for yourself.

1   The Power of Three. What are three activities, which you believe would help you build better 
relationships with donors and raise more money in the medium and long-term? In some 
roles, some of these tasks may well be internal projects, as long as at some level you believe 
they improve your charity’s ability to build great relationships with supporters.

2 Momentum action. If you possibly can, make a start on one of these activities NOW!! (Even 
if this simply means clearly scheduling an activity for later).

3  Do a pilot tomorrow morning. Before you do any other task tomorrow morning, decide 
to bring your fresh morning energy to these three tasks. (Note, Pauline found the most 
effective way to do it was to do them before checking her email in the morning because she 
found otherwise it was all too easy to get distracted).
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Make notes here of what you learned from the pilot. 
Even if it wasn’t perfect, try again, and at the very least do it every day for week, to see whether 
doing things differently to the path of least resistance, feels like it’s taking your fundraising 
momentum in the direction you want.


