
Friends Don’t Ask Friends

 Recently I read an article on the Blue Avocado website that was very interesting. ( As a 
side note, any person working in nonprofits should be getting the Blue Avocado newsletter.  
Always something there to think about.)  Anyway, this article had to do with making the big 
ASK!  You know, knocking on doors and setting up coffee dates to solicit funds for your special 
nonprofit.  Or as most board members like to name it - Kill me now!
 All you board members will be happy to know that the article validates your/our attitude.  
The author postulates that people don’t mind asking people for money, they just don’t want to 
ask their friends.  What a cool thought!  The author, Jon Snow, says:  

Resistance to asking friends is not just "a learned fear of asking." It's more likely legitimate 
resistance to:

• Uncertainty about whether one would be overstepping the invisible bounds and 
hierarchies of the social network and

• Reluctance to incur social (and perhaps financial) indebtedness.

  Sadly, I’m not certain I have friends who get philosophically caught up in this invisible 
hierarchy thing, but all my friends and I understand this you scratch my donation, I’ll scratch 
yours, or something like that.  Although I don’t think we name is social indebtedness, a term 
which makes me think everyone I know is having a party and doesn’t want me there.  
 Jon Snow goes on to say, “These are real concerns that will not be swept away 
by practice sessions at board retreats. If we don't confront the real obstacles to asking 
friends and relatives for donations, we'll continue to have fun but ineffective trainings.”
 He’s right.  I never seem to get much money from my friends, and the biggest 
single donation I ever personally reeled in was from someone I didn’t know, who didn’t 
know me, but who believed in the work the agency was doing.  I could have been a toad 
and the money would have rolled in - the donor believed in the work that much.
 There is also another side to this asking chore.  Asking my friends for donations to the 
various agencies I’ve supported over the years may have confused them.  What did I really 
believe in?  Anything?  What did I really support?  Last year’s cause or this year’s capital 
campaign?   Or did I just get a high from holding out my hand and begging?  Well, not begging, 
but still asking, and confusing to us all. 
 Recently I spoke to a few great folks on an agency board retreat.  We all believed in the 
agency and the work being done.  Someone asked me on what boards did I currently serve.  
That’s when the subtext of asking friends for money sunk in.  I was uncomfortable 
acknowledging my current interest because I didn’t want those present to think I had moved my 
support away from the agency we were all discussing at the time.  A real conundrum.  
 Yes, I believe in those agencies I’ve worked for in the past, and yes, I believe in the 
agency for whom I currently volunteer.  Does that make one better and one worse or does it 
mean I’m trying to confuse you?  



 And I have friends who also have special, and competing, interests in various social, 
environmental and cultural causes.  We all, at times, seemed to be asking each other.  That 
always ramped up the confusion
 The author’s solution is to “think more deeply . . . about how volunteers can integrate 
their work with their conversations to talk about a particular nonprofit . . . We need to 
acknowledge and value the invisible, nuanced aspects of relationships rather than act as if they 
don’t influence asking.”
 You want nuanced and invisible?? Think Strangers on the Train.  That’s right, swear an 
oath with a friend to flip asks of friends - I’ll ask your friends and you ask mine.  Of course, 
make certain you’re five degrees of friendship away from the askees so you don’t run into 
friends of friends who are your friends.  Or you’ll be right back where you started - overstepping 
the nuanced invisible hierarchy of social indebtedness on a train to nowhere.
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