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• Knowing a lot of things about someone is different to  
 knowing someone deeply
• we can learn and make better human connections by  
 listening deeply
• deep listening is shaped by our mental landscape   
 and our curiosity

‘why do I love this approach so much? because 
fundraisers using this technique are shortening lead 
times for major gifts from the sector average of 18 
months to 6 months or less.’

I have long believed that major gift fundraising is one of the most amazing ways to contribute 
to changing the world. It changes lives, environments and gives hope to millions. Along with 
that, comes a fair amount of pressure to make projects happen. It can be stressful and scary 
even in the good parts! So if we are going to make this as fun as possible, it needs to get 
simpler, more effective and even more rewarding.

One of the ways I have been exploring this lately is by looking at how well we know supporters. 
So many indicators (and a lot of common sense) suggest that the better we know someone, 
the more likely we are to be able to provide them with a really exciting opportunity. The logic 
is not that far off the idea that the better you know someone, the more likely you are to be 
able to get them a great birthday gift. On this premise, we carry out research and ask a lot 
of questions in meetings with supporters to rack up the amount we know about someone. 
Wonderful.

Except not so wonderful if that information is just broad, superficial information that tells us 
nothing meaningful about what is truly important to someone. Knowing the cat’s name and 
what projects they have given to before and where they go on holiday begins to amount to a 
vast volume of information. As Edgar Shein, a professor at MIT and author of Humble Inquiry 
explains, there are levels of understanding. What becomes meaningful is not how broad your 
understanding is, but how deep it is.
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So, what does it mean to have deep understanding of someone? 

Well, the answer, you will be pleased to know, lies in an 
iceberg. Picture the surface side of an iceberg. All the stuff 
that is obvious and most readily available. The facts and 
the actions that people take with their philanthropy, their 
personal lives and their careers. The things that traditional 
prospect research would be full of and the things we most 
readily find out about in our meetings. 

The layer beneath the surface is where it gets a little more 
interesting. This is where the opinions and judgements lie. 
The view points that people have that shape the actions 
that they take. Quite often this is the stuff that is scarier 
to ask about. “What do you think of us?” Or “What do you 
wish we did better?” Are brave questions that we tend 
to avoid, but they are the root to understanding the very 
bottom of the iceberg - the part that explains people’s 
driving values. Once you can see the whole iceberg it 

makes sense. We all take the actions we take, because we have the opinions and judgement 
that we have, which come from our values of what is important to us. Our values get really 
clear when we look for our emotion. Have you ever found yourself getting really passionate 
about a topic, or really angry about an issue? Look deeply at this emotion. What is it sign 
posting you to? What is it that is so important?

When we can get to this level of deep 
understanding, it becomes so much easier to 
bridge from this knowledge to parts of our work 
that will be truly exciting and meaningful to a 
supporter. I will never forget a conversation with 
a fundraiser where we were role playing and 
she asked me if I had ever considered funding 
the work that her organisation did. I answered 
honestly and said, “No, I wouldn’t donate to the programme”. This was a surface level answer. 
When she probed me further and asked what my opinions were she got me to explain why I 
didn’t think it was a vital thing to fund. On understanding this she probed further to recap what 
it did sound like was interesting to me. She had done brilliant deep listening and understood 
me really well, so when she recapped I was flattered and very open to hearing more. She then 
went on to tell me about the project through the lens of what was important to me. I could 
finally relate to her work and understand how important it was. I went from a distant and even 
hostile prospect to a rather warm supporter in little over 10 minutes.

Why do I love this approach so much? Because fundraisers I work with who are using this 
technique are shortening lead times for major gifts from the sector average of 18 months to 6 
months or less. 

Actions

Opinion

Values
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‘She had done brilliant 
deep listening and 
understood me really 
well…I was flattered…’ 
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If learning deeply rather than broadly is so key, then why haven’t we been doing this before? 
Well, for sure there are some fundraisers that already do this, but the reality is that our 
culture is, as Shein details, geared up to ‘do and tell’ instead of ‘listen and learn’. Think about 
your preparation for meetings. How much of it is orientated around what you will ‘sell’ in the 
meeting, how you will entertain or impress. Shein argues this task based orientation to our 
meetings is precisely what gets in the way of creating genuine relationships where we connect 
as human beings instead of our roles as fundraiser and donor. 

a better kind of question…try this
So if we are to find a way to really connect there are a number of things we can do. The first 
is to engage a curiosity. Instead of filling your head with everything you do know, access your 
ignorance and think of all the things you don’t know - especially the questions that start with 
‘why?’ and get you towards the bottom of the iceberg! What a great way to go into a meeting.

Questions that are direct and prescriptive are fine if you are looking for clarity, but not helpful 
if you are looking to give someone the space to share what is important to them. For example, 
asking someone “what area of your philanthropy gives you the most pride?” - is specifically 
asking about their philanthropy and pride. More helpful, might be to ask “Tell me about your 
philanthropy” which gives them opportunity to talk about the emotions that are key to them. 

Three very powerful words. For people who are 
uncomfortable about direct questions , asking 
them to give advice to others going through similar 
situations can help them share more openly, giving 
them the space to reflect.

So deep listening and learning is the new broad 
learning and selling. If you fancy saving time and 
increasing your impact why not try out a couple of
these questions yourself and see if you can recap 
back to your potential and existing supporters, “It 
sounds like X is important to you.” The connections 
will be ones you’ll treasure.

‘I believe the most 
respectful thing you
can do is to say,
‘‘tell me more’’.
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You’ve been working on:

Donor meetings that transform results

what ideas do you have to practice these skills?

Would you like to order and read Humble Inquiry by Edgar Shein or if you believe 
increased mindfulness will help, one option would be Practicing the Power of Now 
by Eckhart Tolle, and another great resource is this on-line course that Kim created -  
Mindful Listening For Fundraisers - https://themindfulfundraiser.thinkific.com/courses/
mindful-listening-fundraisers. 

What meeting could you decide to approach in the way Kim suggests?

?

We’d love to hear how you get on.
Feel free to share your progress or questions in the Members Club Facebook Group.            


