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Finding and Managing Natural Partners

Natural Partners, according the fundraising guru William Sturtevant, are those people who have natural relationships with a given prospect and who can tell you what kind of contacts, approaches, or strategies would best work in certain situations.  Whenever you are confronted with a new prospect, you invariably ask, “Who knows this prospect?” and then launch your strategy discussion from there.  This is one way, out of many, to begin the process of getting in front of your prospect.  And as another development expert, Jerry Panas, often says, “It’s easier to get the gift, than the visit!”

Before we explore how to find natural partners, it might be best to better define their role.  First, you don’t need to focus on just one person.  There can (and should) be more than one natural partner for different times, steps, or stages of the relationship-building process.  For instance, you might depend on one natural partner to gain a better understanding of the prospect’s philanthropic interests, and another natural partner later in the cultivation process to help you define an approach, and yet still a third natural partner to assist with landing a personal visit, tour, or meeting.  We recommend that you cast a broad net and explore many natural partner options.   And, natural partners don’t have to be part of the formal campaign organization, although they need some education and buy-in.

The second helpful rule when working with natural partners is to keep careful notes about the relationship, what you learn about the prospect, and what you learn about the natural partner (who might indeed become a prospect himself).  Paying careful attention to the nuances and type of relationship is of paramount importance.  As with physicians, our primary edict is to do no harm to the relationship between the natural partners and the prospect.  Be careful to catch inferences that suggest that the natural partner is only willing to take his or her relationship or approach so far with the prospect.  Typically when using natural partners in helping you build relationships with prospects, you need to take baby steps—small, patient, forward steps.  If you try to take it all in one gulp, you often place yourself, your organization, and the relationships in peril.  After all, most natural partners are centers of influence and many organizations seek their favor in helping them make the same philanthropic connections to the prospect or set of prospects.
As noted above, natural partners often play different roles in the relationship process.  Typically, we only focus on using a natural partner to open the door and secure an appointment, with a “We can do the rest” attitude.  That might not be the best approach in all situations.  Often, natural partners like to be involved in more than one tactic, so asking him/her about his/her willingness, after the first success, is a good idea.  Also, successful prospecting and cultivation might require the use of natural partners (either the same one or different ones) throughout the process, as door-openers, helpful social friends to ease the relationship transition, testimonial givers, and even solicitation partners.  The natural partner who ends up playing the role of primary player is the one who is in the best position to advance the relationship between the prospect and your institution.  Sometimes this is a business partner, a family member, or a neighbor who might not play a specific role, for instance in setting up a meeting, but might be the person who helps support the relationship from the sidelines and is there to add credibility to the project and organization’s goals.  The essence, once again, lies in the ability to manage, like a sports team coach, the best talents and relationships, matching them with the right timing, message, and objective of the solicitation strategy.

Bringing this concept off the page and into practical application is easy.  Start with this tool and place the prospect in the middle of the graph.  This is the focus.  Now, create your first strategic objective, which in many cases might be simply to educate or introduce or re-acquaint the prospect to your organization.  The third step is to brainstorm any and all possible relationship connections, placing them in the ovals with a short description of how their relationship fits.  The fourth step is to identify a natural partner that will take you from where you are now to where you want to go, in terms of your immediate objective.  Date the graph and use it as a living, working document to manage the approaches to the prospect.
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The active use of this grid allows the campaign’s volunteer and staff leaders to  work with natural partners, contacts (who might become natural partners in the future or who may simply be able to shed some light on the questions you have), and maintain sufficient and appropriate notes on the specifics of the relationships.

This process should be handled by the moves manager—the staff or consultant, not the volunteer or administrative leaders like the agency’s executive.  This allows the volunteers, board members, and staff leaders, who would naturally play significant roles in cultivation and solicitation, pay attention to their roles and not to the moves management process per se.   The role of the moves manager is to maintain this grid with current information, ask hard probing questions that will uncover information and other relationships, keep a record of the relationship outcomes, reconfigure strategy as it changes and develops, supports the key players, coordinates visits for natural partners and primary players, and finally, coordinate the refined plan and promote the execution of the formulated moves.

When dealing one-on-one with natural partners, it is normally helpful to explain their role as one of providing a single minimal acceptable outcome.  In other words, don’t look for a natural partner (at least up front) to provide you with all of your moves.  Keep your request to a specific, measurable, and time bound result.  That way, the natural partner does not feel overwhelmed and can, if successful, come back to help with other moves.  When a natural partner has delivered his/her action and the relationship with the prospect presumably moves to the next level, that natural partner moves back into the role of contact, and the next contact (who will have responsibility to help with the next move) is transitioned to the natural partner bubble.  The process is akin to baseball team members taking a turn at bat!
“Now you’re ready to begin.  You’ll find that one of the most difficult steps is actually not the face-to-face presentation.  And it’s not the special moment when you ask for the gift.

What’s most difficult is getting the visit.  That’s the tough part.

It takes steely determination and persistent and unyielding resolve.  All of those.  

But as I have discovered, if you find a path with no obstacles, it probably does not lead anywhere.

Here’s the good news.  When you get the visit, you’re 85 percent on your way to getting the gift.”

Jerold Panas
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Date:  July 4, 2006


Moves Objective:


Secure a visit to the facility for a tour.
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