


Don’t Assume! 

Challenging Assumptions and Improving Communication  in the 
Prospect Management Space 



Agenda 

● Introductions

● Objectives

● Communication Styles

● Myths v. Reality

● Assumptions

● Open Communication 



a plug for PRSPCT-L



Amy Modin 

I’m pretty good at disrupting the rested.

● (Newish) Director of Research and 
Prospect Management with the U.S. 
Air Force Academy Association & 
Foundation 

● Seven years in our industry (six spent 
in healthcare philanthropy)

● Cats and Turtle mom, cool grandma, 
wicked cook, purveyor of apple butter



Emily Tedeschi 

● System Director, Prospect 
Development and Research, 
CommonSpirit Health National 
Foundation 

● 29(ish) years in the field; 22 in 
healthcare

● Lives 10 miles from the Jersey Shore 
● Only child is going to college in three 

days

No, no, I’m fine.  It’s just so…dusty in 
here. 



● New to an organization coming off a very successful 
campaign…and a ton of prospects

● Cleaned out, updated, and segmented portfolios
● We’re ready to start pipeline building, relationship managing, re-

engagement, and major gift fundraising…right?
● Well… 
● Fundraiser asks, “What do you mean, qualify these prospects?” 

Our A-ha! Moment: 



Wait a second. 

● Do fundraisers know what they’re doing?

● Are we giving them what they actually need….

…Or what we think they should need?  



Objectives 
This session will help fundraisers and prospect professionals:

• Understand how the way  we communicate reveals assumptions we may 
not even know we have 

• Identify specific assumptions related to prospect work that can get in the 
way of getting work done 

• Suggest alternative ways of communicating to promote better working 
relationships





Communication Styles 
● Power dynamics: who’s flying the plane?

● Indirect communication
○ “I don’t want to tell you what to do, so I will suggest”

○ Leading someone to a conclusion rather than stating it 

directly

● Direct communication
○ “I don’t want to waste your time. Let’s get down to it.” 

○ Problem solving 



Communication Matters
● Feeling understood = feeling secure 

at work

● Leads to

○ Better problem solving

○ Willingness to take risks

○ Builds a culture of trust and 

respect





Prospect Researchers: Myths v. Reality
Prospect researchers…
● Want to stay in the background

○ Want to be part of the  conversation
● Only work on major gift prospects

○ Provide research on mid-level prospects, transformational prospects, and 
corporate/foundation prospects 

● Only identify wealthy individuals 
○ Identify “connectors”, philanthropic individuals, and community leaders 

● Produce the same kind of research for every request
○ Tailor research to the need and the stage of the prospect



Prospect Development…Myths v. Reality

Prospect Development professionals… 

● Are all about number crunching and reporting
○ Identifies patterns and tracks progress towards 

goals

● Do  not impact day-to-day work for a fundraiser
○ Provides fundraisers with new prospects 

● Wait, there’s a difference between this and prospect 

research?
○ Don’t mind me, I am just going to lie down here





Fundraisers…Myths v. Reality
● Just want prospects to cultivate

○ They may want guidance on engaging those prospects

● Are always goal oriented
○ Care about details that impact their goals

● Don’t see the value of capturing their activity in a database
○ May care too much if they don’t have anything else to show for their 

work 

● Will learn about processes and procedures only if they have to
○ May want processes in place to ensure consistency



Assumptions Close Down 
Communication

● When we make assumptions, we  

are taking shortcuts to understand 

someone or something. 

● Those shortcuts often end up 

being anything but, well, short. 

● They can also lead to dead ends.



Amy: My Assumptions

● The donor cycle is common sense

● The phone is not heavy 

● The CRM is always up and open

● Everyone has the same comprehension of “status”

● A soft solicitation isn’t a solicitation

● Just work the portfolio - the discovery work is in there



Amy: My Assumptions  

● Fundraisers come into the job with an understanding 

of the principles of prospect management. 

● Quick action and follow up is the most important and 

effective use of a fundraiser’s time.

● The goal in moving prospects is to get a response.



Emily: My Assumptions 
● The phrase “strategic partner” means the 

same thing to fundraisers and prospect 

professionals

● Prospect professionals are first and foremost 

problem solvers

● Consistent, methodical work produces the 

best results 

● Cold calls don’t work 



Case Study: Assumptions Gone Wrong

● A chief philanthropy officer (CPO)  is unhappy with 
the central foundation’s vendor for donor 
acquisition using patient data.

● CPO believes the vendor’s data was also going to 
provide major gift leads, but my team hasn’t found 
any. 

● He is REAL frustrated, I tell you what. 
● I assume he wants me to solve the problem. 



Case Study: Well, now I am frustrated. 

What if you can’t solve the problem?
○ The program hasn’t completed its 

implementation (they have a dashboard, but it’s 
not built out)

○ Relies on patient data that is still experiencing 
hiccups 

○ Principal aim is donor acquisition, not major gift 
prospecting 

These are all factors outside of my control. 





Case Study: What Could Work Instead
● Listen

○ Allow the CPO space to express their 
frustration. 

● Ask questions
○ What were the CPO’s goals for this 

program?
○ What could my team do to help them 

achieve this goal? 
● Plan next steps

○ Identify other ways to surface new 
prospects, and establish that process 





Open Communication 

● Always have a goal in mind 
● …but also be flexible…
● …and consider other ways of 

communication if what you’re doing 
isn’t working.

● Never forget the other person 
is just another human. 



How Can I Communicate Better? 
My Boss reminds me…

• Create the framework 
• A Guide of How to Work Together
• What do “they” care about?

My Peers remind me…
• Need Leadership backing

• New AVP just on-boarded
• Learn what’s important

My Experience reminds me…
• Listen, retain, stay consistent

• Make sure there is no question that I champion their success



How Can I Communicate Better? 
What’s been happening…

• SOP in progress
• Clarify the confusions
• Keeping it simple

Weekly Email Updates
• Overall MGO progress: metrics

• Celebrate wins
• Highlight gaps

Monthly Newsletter
• Each section talks about a Move

• Review, Remind
• What can RPM do for you?
• Gift Lists, Opportunity Lists



Examples of Updates & Newsletter



Food for Thought 

● The Power of Talk: Who Gets Heard and Why

(Deborah Tannen)

● Embracing Detachment: The 'Let Them' Theory

● Research Matters (Helen Brown Group)

● Blinker Alert: Research is Changing Lanes 

(Jennifer Fila’s blog)

https://www.deborahtannen.com/s/HBR-1995.pdf
https://www.deborahtannen.com/s/HBR-1995.pdf
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/consciously-creating-your-soul-life/202503/embracing-detachment-the-let-them-theory
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/consciously-creating-your-soul-life/202503/embracing-detachment-the-let-them-theory
https://www.helenbrowngroup.com/research-matters/
https://www.helenbrowngroup.com/research-matters/
https://www.jenniferfilla.com/blinker-alert-research-is-changing-lanes/
https://www.jenniferfilla.com/blinker-alert-research-is-changing-lanes/


Emily:     emily.tedeschi@commonspirit.org

Amy:        amy.modin@usafa.org

You can contact us … and find us on LinkedIn

mailto:emily.tedeschi@commonspirit.org


THANK YOU!
Please complete your session 
evaluations in the mobile app.
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