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Solid foundations – preparing the 

perfect 'ask' 

Sarah Winchester  

 

 

 

Introduction 

This session is about securing financial commitments for your organisation by taking a strategic 

approach to fundraising. During her career Sarah has secured over £15 million for organisations 

ranging from the big; The Princes Trust – to the small; Proten Youth a start-up charity working out 

of Brixton. During this session Sarah will share the secrets of her success and unpick the process 

from identifying a prospect to building long-term, mutually beneficial partnerships. 

 

Preparing the perfect ‘ask’ 

I have been working as a fundraiser for twelve years and have secured large amounts of money 

but also small amounts. If you are responsible for £10,000 then you are in the right place … we’re 

not going to be talking in terms of millions of pounds. £10,000 can be just as important as £20 

million to a £250,000,000 turnover charity. It’s all really relevant and what I’m here to do today is 

talk about the foundations.  

 

Today we’re going to cover … 

• Strategic fundraising  

– Using your organisation’s strategy, communicating your organisation’s ‘bigger picture’ 

– Using your assets and understanding your unique selling points  

• Building fundraising relationships 

– How to approach potential funders 

You know who they are, you know they’re going to meet them but how do you have that 

conversation? What’s the best way of talking to them so that you can extract the cash?  

– Listening and questioning 

Once you’ve started the ball rolling, how do you then put a pitch to them to illicit the money?  

• Crafting winning propositions  

– The elevator pitch  

 

http://www.a-m-a.co.uk/uploads/Conference2014/downloads/SarahWinchester.pdf


Arts Marketing Association  AMA conference 2014 report 
 

2 
 

Strategic fundraising 

Instead of just selling what your organisation does, sell where your organisation is going. You want 

to sell a vision of your organisation rather than; ‘I work for a theatre based in Plymouth and we do 

this, this and this’.  Where is your organisation going and how can a funder be a part of that 

journey? What is happening around the board room table in terms of your organisation and the 

direction that it is going in – any senior managers in the room like to answer that?  

Delegate (associate producer): About nine months ago we moved into a new building. We’d never 

been a venue-based organisation before so we now have this building and we’re working out how 

to use it and how to communicate with audiences to get them here to see the things that we put on 

in that space as we’ve never done that before. We also need to change the space and make it 

usable for artists and how we work alongside the CPP programme.  

Sarah: You are in a fantastic place right now because you are at a cross roads. Your organisation 

is about to go on an exciting transformational journey and you can talk about that to your potential 

funders. You can sell in a vision of the future. Have you nailed down yet what that looks like?  

Delegate: Yes, we have done that as we needed to do it for our National Portfolio Organisation 

application to Arts Council England.  

Sarah: As a fundraiser, I would say don’t nail it down to the finer detail because funders love being 

a part of ‘the future’. They love influencing the journey that your organisation is going on. Try to 

look at your organisation as an entity with which you can sell in to people a future part of that 

entity. Your organisation may have been around for a long time – you may be a well-established 

theatre and really you’re just going to do the same things that you’ve done before because you 

know that works – but what our colleague here has, is an amazing opportunity to go and sell an 

incredible vision and to get that buy-in which is what you want. You need to work out to what 

degree you are going to involve funders. If you haven’t got a vision for the future that is exciting 

and new, you need to tell your organisation that because you, as a fundraiser, need to feel excited 

about the future. You need to hook your funders into what it is they are buying into, the impact that 

they are going to have. You are ideally the highlight of your funders’ world. If it’s a corporate 

organisation or a major donor or private money in that regard, you need to become the most 

sparkling, the most exciting part of that person’s world. You need to sell into them a vision of how 

they are going to influence the future of you organisation. If you understand where the 

organisation is going and the impact that it’s going to have – you can get excited about that and 

get your funders excited about that also. You need to sell to them the idea that they are going to 

make an impact – talk in terms of impact because that’s more positive. Always lead with a positive. 

It’s a slice of your vision and what they are going to become a part of.  
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Addressed to previous participating delegate. ‘You might have loads of different things that you 

are going to do with your organisation. Name one thing you want to do that’s big and expensive.’  

Delegate: We’ve got a large main hall that we need to make into a theatre performance space – 

that’s our big capital project.  

Sarah: So, you could go to a funder and say ‘we’ve got a big hall and we want to make it into a 

performance space’ and you’d do well and you’d get some money. Or, you could talk about the 

people who will get to use that space, the impact it will have on their lives and on the area around 

you. Thank about the ripple effect of what you are going to do and talk intelligently, with evidence 

around that impact.  

Delegate: Barking and Dagenham is in the very lowest points of cultural engagement, it’s quite a 

deprived area and so we’re looking all the time at how we can inspire and improve people’s lives. 

We’re about community engagement and getting people working together – people from a range 

of different backgrounds. There are issues in the area around the old housing estates being 

knocked down and people being moved on and around immigration – we need to look at how we 

can make those people feel that they belong to somewhere.  

Sarah: So you’re creating a community space and your ultimate goal is to become at the heart of 

the community. That’s what you sell in to your potential funders … rather than that you need 

money to renovate the hall. You need to work it through in your mind. What’s the final goal? What 

is the funder buying into finally, aspirationally? 

 That’s what I mean when I talk about strategic fundraising – that understanding of where 

your organisation is going to. And if you’re not in the senior management team, you need to find 

out. You then need to package that up in the most exciting and appealing way, that has real 

integrity in terms of impact, and go out there and get the money for it.  

 

What are an organisation’s assets?  

We’ve got to sell this space. That isn’t easy as there are lots of great capital projects out there so 

even if you package up your vision in the most amazing way that you are able – where’s your 

bargaining chip for that? What has your organisation got that you can package up as part of the 

proposition to a funder? Think of things such as brand, users (customers / audience / participants), 

networks (donors / trustees), expertise in specific areas, members and friends, physical space. For 

example: the Princes Trust started a conversation with the construction industry. The construction 

industry has a problem of an ageing workforce and for some reason they can’t attract new, young 

talent into the industry. The Princes Trust has a lot of young people and does a lot of educational 

employment training. They have an asset in lots of young people who need to be trained and who 
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need jobs. So, we marry the two together – by working together we can get you the young people, 

work with you using our expertise to shape a programme that will then mean that you get young 

people who are incredibly loyal to you because no one else has given them a job or opportunities.  

You can apply that kind of thinking across any organisation.  

 A big part of Asthma UK’s world is research. The pharmaceutical companies are doing 

research to a degree but if you’re at GlaxoSmithKline you have got a phenomenal amount of 

research that’s going on because you are creating a huge number of drugs for lots of different 

symptoms and illnesses. They can’t be everywhere so if they partner with Asthma UK who also 

have loads of researchers focussing on a very niche part of a disease then what you can say is ‘if 

you give us some cash then you can get access to this research’. That is using expertise as an 

asset and a bargaining point. Fundraising is sales. It is sales with integrity but it is ‘sales’. You’ve 

got to know what it is that you’ve got to sell. All of the things above are things that you can ‘sell’, 

package up.  

 A final example around brand: HP Sauce and Movember. What a marriage! Their strapline 

is ‘a sauce of manliness’. It works for HP Sauce because, let’s face it, HP Sauce is a ‘boys’ sauce 

before it’s a ‘girl’s’ sauce! They need to create a niche. They need to be talking in a certain way to 

their audience and Movember is the perfect fit – a bit retro, HP Sauce has been around for years, 

and that’s where you’re selling your brand. You can apply this kind of thinking to your world and 

your organisation. 

 Place to Be is a small charity that operates all over the UK providing counselling for kids 

aged 4 to 14 in schools. There was a trustee who met the CEO of Metro Bank and said; ‘you need 

to hear about Place to Be’. They arranged a meeting between a fundraiser, an existing donor and 

the CEO of Metro Bank – a new bank, trying to establish themselves, thinking about family, 

thinking about their brand and this seemed to be a good charity to support. Negotiations are on-

going but the conversations happened by using networks and leverage. It’s not a direct benefit in 

the sense of the brand but it’s a bit of leverage, getting you in front of the people you need to be in 

front of. That’s what I mean by your assets.  

Delegate: Do you think it’s really important to consider carefully which brands you might be 

partnering up with or do you simply accept whatever you can get your hands on?  

Sarah: You’ve got to be realistic about the brands with which you want to align. There was the 

case of the Amazon Book Awards where the main winner turned down the award because 

Amazon was the main funder. You have to talk about it in your organisation – you cannot alone 

make easily rigorous, ethical decisions on brand. Every time you get a question mark in your gut 

about a brand you need to be having discussions with the rest or your organisation. In big 
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organisations they have regular discussions to decide which organisations they should / shouldn’t 

be working with. For example, all the money from the Bonita Trust was made in the pornography 

industry and the Princes Trust decided to work with the Bonita Trust because there’s a degree of 

separation – not many people know about the Bonita Trust. As an organisation, you would need to 

decide how you would feel about that and be able to stand up and say why you wanted to work / 

not work with a particular brand.  

 

Don’t forget your unique selling points (USPs) 

Have you actually stopped and spent the time to think about what your USPs are? When you are a 

fundraiser you are expected to raise loads of money and it can be chaotic, hard-paced and 

sometimes you can’t see the wood for the trees. Just stop and make sure that you’re really sure 

about what your unique selling points are. At the end of the day there are over 180,000 charities in 

the UK so it is important that you are able to slice through that and that you know what 

differentiates you and why. If you’re not talking about your future, that could inform your future. By 

thinking along those lines you could push your organisation in that direction which creates more 

differentiation which means that you’re more attractive.  

Delegate: I’m Head of Development for three organisations: Youth Dance England, Association of 

Dance of the African Diaspora and DanceUK – coming together to create a new model with the 

organisations plus one more. The organisations are all national organisations representing a 

dancer’s life from first steps to retirement which is our USP – nobody else is doing that.  

Sarah: There are so many of us doing so much amazing work that you’ve really got to be able to 

hammer home why your organisation is different – especially to funders who are probably hearing 

loads of similar stories.  

 

Building fundraising relationships  

The first section of this is ‘how to approach potential funders’. You may be challenged with 

meeting a £125,000 target and no idea how to get there. Research is very important. Many times I 

see fundraisers going off to meetings with people they have no idea about. Best case; that’s bad 

time management, worst case; that’s insulting to the person that you are sitting opposite – that you 

don’t understand their business. That you haven’t spent the time to know them as a person – what 

interests them, where’s the business going, what’s their turnover, how many staff have they got, 

where are they based, what’s their brand doing, what do they do? You might think that you 

understand a brand you but do you? Really? You’ve got to understand that business. You’ve got 

to be able to sit opposite that person and really know what you’re talking about. You are in a 
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business dynamic, you are talking business to business and it would be silly not to know and 

understand the business that you are talking to. The same goes for an individual, a major donor. 

You don’t become a philanthropist on a whim – you are a moneyed person because you are 

probably an entrepreneur or an amazingly successful business person which means what comes 

with that are high expectations and quite a lot of other ‘noise’ in your world. So you’ve got to do 

your research and go in with a really good understanding of that person – as much as the World 

Wide Web will allow you. Talk to your organisation – does anyone know this person, what do you 

know about them? So that’s the research and now the ‘connections’.  

 You need to talk to everybody in your organisation including colleagues, trustees, existing 

donors where possible. You will come across some trustees who just won’t want to join in. Not all 

your trustees will hand over their Little Black Book of contacts so don’t get too frustrated but if they 

are all shut down to fundraising you need to talk to you CEO about that trustee board because that 

trustee board is there to help you as an organisation. Fundamental to that is helping you get the 

money. If you’ve got a problem and your trustees refuse to open their Little Black Books then you 

need to be tough on them as fundraisers and you need to speak to your CEO about getting some 

fresh blood among your trustees and to get them opening doors for your.  

 The Donor get Donor model is really good yet something that people overlook. All of you 

will have your best-friend donor, the one that you get on really well with, they always give you 

money but the next step is to see if they can introduce you to people.  

 Fundraisers within your organisation – establishing ambassadors within your senior 

management team who aren’t necessarily the Director of Fundraising – but someone on the senior 

management team who understands that in order for this organisation to carry on you’ve got to get 

in some cash. Can you find an ambassador in your organisation who can help you and represent 

your fundraising at that senior level?  

 

The right approach  

Being a fundraiser is such a busy job and you’ve got it all happening at once that it can be really 

tempting to ‘bang out’ the same applications to different organisations / potential donors. It really is 

important that it’s not ‘one size fits all’. It doesn’t mean that you have to start all the way from the 

beginning but it does mean that that conversation, document or presentation needs to be bespoke. 

It needs to be based on research, your vision, the connections that you’ve made and it really 

needs to ‘speak’ to the organisation or the person to who you are sending it. It’s a really saturated 

market and that’s one of the ways that you are going to get noticed. When it comes to cultivation, 

‘one size doesn’t fit all’ either. I’m guilty of doing it – get people in a room, loads of networking and 



Arts Marketing Association  AMA conference 2014 report 
 

7 
 

tell them all that our organisation is amazing. Some philanthropists get very tired of that and some 

businesses spend their whole lives going to events like that and would rather a different approach.  

 

Cultivation 

What cultivation options do you have? We’ve already covered the drinks party. What other options 

do we have?  

 

Take them out for tea 

Donor meet donor – 

cultivating relationships 

Private dinners – access to 

interesting / important people 

 

Breakfast with an expert – 

share knowledge 

Access to artists – watch 

rehearsals / talk to artistic 

directors / opportunities that 

money can’t buy  

 

Call to arms – some 

individuals just want to be the 

answer / solve the problem – 

real issues that you are trying 

to address within society 

 

Create an exclusive club – 

get more involved in specific 

areas of our work  

 

Who’s sending the 

invitation? 

Our CEO / an MP / trustees / 

you? 

 

Listening and questioning 

You’ve got to behave as an equal – you’re not there begging for money – you’re there to create a 

mutually beneficial partnership. Organisations and highly successful individuals need to support a 

charity – we are creating a benefit. You are an expert on your organisation – go into that meeting 

as an equal. Fundraising is a science and an art. Much of the art is in the relationship building and 

that’s what makes donors and supporters fall in love with you. Often we have a standard patter but 

you should adjust that for each of the people you are talking to.  

Delegate: How do you get your director to change the way that they talk about the organisation to 

be more relevant to different people?  

Sarah: Can you bring that up with your director? If you’ve had that conversation once, then you 

just need to keep having it. You’re the one with the fundraising target so you need them to take 

heed and change the way they’re talking to people. If you still struggle then you may need to find 

other people on the SMT who might be able to help change their ways.  

Try to make it fresh. Try to stay in touch with your organisation and what it is doing, see what 

you’re doing, get hold of those case studies and snippets of activity that really speak to you about 
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why your organisation is so important so that you can then relay that to donors. It’s essential that 

you find the time in your busy world to link in with your organisation on that level. 

 You should not be doing any more than 30% of the talking in a meeting with a donor. If you 

are having a successful meeting you need to be asking intelligent questions and listening as 

though your life depends on it. What you are trying to do is to extract the information so that you 

can understand where the benefit is for the person that you are talking to, where the mutual 

benefit is, where you are going to create that balance in the relationship. Talk about your 

organisation in response to learning about the person with whom you are meeting.  

 

Delegate: Back tracking a bit – you first have to get that meeting. Have you got any thoughts 

about how you go about that? How much information would you put into your initial 

communications?  

Sarah: We did a lot of research about Metro Bank and where they were going with their business 

and started our first communications with ‘You are starting a revolution in the banking sector … we 

are starting a revolution with young people’. You’re immediately saying there that you’ve done 

your homework, you understand them and know who they are. We then wrote just one paragraph 

about the work and the organisation. CEO’s are not people into details – you need to find out what 

they want and how they want the communication. If you’ve had the contact through a trustee, ask 

them questions about the person you are to meet and find out how they might want to receive your 

communications.  

 

Who LOVES asking for money? 

For most people it can be a tricky and uncomfortable thing. It can be difficult but you have to do it 

– that is, after all, what your organisation is paying you to do.  

Delegate A: I turn that fear around by saying that by the time you are at that point of asking for 

money, you’ve already involved them to an extent that they should feel privileged that you are 

asking them to make a contribution and get involved.  

Delegate B: They’re already aware that you are involved in fundraising and know why you are 

having those conversations with them.  

Sarah: You’ve got to cut to the chase and get on with it – they’ve got limited time. The more you 

do it, the more comfortable you feel.  

Delegate C: I was always taught that it’s not the fundraisers place to ask for the money but that 

the senior manager or the trustee that has gone to the meeting with you should be the one to 
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make the ask. If they’ve got the connection already with that person, the ‘ask’ should come from 

them.  

Sarah: That can work really well and if you’ve got someone that you can really rely on and can do 

that – who isn’t a fundraiser – then that’s fine but I would never rely on other people. It’s a tough 

thing to do and very senior people who I’ve worked with can find it very difficult and uncomfortable. 

In the main, it falls to us.   

Delegate D: I used to be a lawyer and dealt with a lot of pitches and I would think; ‘ you’re costing 

me £250 an hour – what are the business benefits, what are the Corporate Social Responsibility 

(CSR) benefits, how much do you want? I could then go back and talk to the rest of the partners 

and we’d make a decision. I think it depends on the sort of people that you are talking to as to 

whether you are trying to trigger that passion or whether they just ‘want to get on with it’ because it 

is a business or CSR decision. Usually I would take forward the ones that I liked the sound of. If 

they were too staged or prepared I would be hankering after meeting people who were passionate 

about their project and organisation.  

Sarah: That’s your personal opinion and how you would personally make the decision to offer the 

money and that’s why, all the lead-up work and research to that letter sitting in front of you would 

have been me, as a fundraiser, working out what you might want to hear / support.  

Delegate B: I’ve worked on grants officers and well as trusts and foundations and all sorts of 

different organisations and funders. If you can make friends with the grants officer they’ll give you 

a few tips on what the decision-makers are looking for and how to write your application.  

Sarah: You’ve got to be the most fun in their working day.  

Delegate A: People buy people – you become whatever that person is looking for / wants. It’s a 

dance. I think of it a bit like dating – you have the first date, the holding hand stage and then the 

first kiss etc.  

 

Make sure to tailor your proposition  

Tailor your proposition so that you are talking to people in the way that is best for them. If they are 

a detail person then you go with all the accounts, you give them all of the financial information 

from the organisation, you give them detailed information about the building or, if they are ‘bigger 

picture’ they may just want a two-page overview. Find out what kind of people you are pitching to 

… are they visual, do they want to hear case studies or do they want pages of stats? Talk about 

what your presentation or document should look like? What should it contain? Talk to that person 

in a way that should really speak to them.  
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Lead with the benefits. You may be talking around the benefits of CSR with an organisation but 

when you get down to it what they really need is volunteering for employees, they need hospitality 

opportunities and you find that there is a real business need there. When you talk in terms of the 

potential relationship that you are going to have with this organisation – lead with the benefits, 

don’t say ‘exclusive access to our venue’, say ‘corporate hospitality opportunity at money-can’t-

buy venue’. Talk their language. Talk to their business and what their business is trying to achieve.  

 

Exercise 

I know, as a fundraiser, we’re rarely given the opportunity of that ‘straight pitch’. It is as you 

mentioned like a dance or wooing a potential partner but it’s good to have a pitch in your mind and 

to practice that because it focusses you. It’s really easy as fundraisers to get stuck – we either 

know our organisation so well because we love it and we’ve been working there for years that we 

can over-complicate it to a potential donor. Or, we’re jaded, over worked, and we’re guilty of just 

‘reeling it off’ with no energy. We’ve also got the pressure of that target …  

 In your group of three people, there will be one Observer, one Fundraiser and one Potential 

Donor. Scenario: Imagine that you are at a conference and you have one particular person, also 

attending, that you want to talk to. You are alone in a lift when that person gets in next to you, says 

‘hello’ and introduces themselves. You have the time between them getting in the lift and getting to 

your floor – one minute – to talk about your organisation and secure a meeting. You’ve got five 

minutes to think about what you might say … then you’re going to be delivering a one-minute pitch 

about your organisation to the potential donor.  

   

Delegate thoughts and feedback – ‘useful, hard’ 

 It’s tempting to say about all the great things we do and we needed to keep going around 

the group to find out what we should lead with that would be the most relevant to the person 

we were pitching to.  

 The other key thing was to focus on the ‘impact’ – the impact of their work, your work and 

the work that they might support.  

 We realised that we hadn’t actually asked about how we would get in touch and arrange 

that meeting!  


