
Solving the Cell Phone 
Problem in Phonathon
…A Blueprint for Handling Today’s Biggest Challenge
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The Phonathon Manager’s Planning Handbook
Dialing in the Details for Success

For additional resources, see the 
new book by Jason Fisher & 
Anthony Arrington that highlight best 
practices in phonathon planning.  

Topics include:

*Recruiting and Retention
*Caller Training
*Scripting
*Statistical Forecasting
*Pledge Fulfillment
*Data Integrity
*Policies and Procedures
*Segmentation

See CASE’s bookstore
www.case.org



Phonathon Blog
Make the discussion a regular part of your phonathon day!

Join the Conversation at http://phonathonblogger.ty pepad.com



Cell Phones Are the Phonathon 
Industry’s Single Biggest Challenge

� Lost Opportunity for Cultivation
� Find Them Early

� Contact Rates Are Lower
� Solicit More Prospects

� Donor Acquisition
� Recent Graduates

� Donor Retention
� Disconnected Landlines

� Prospect Mobility
� Violation of State and Federal Law

Institutions that wait to address the cell phone ch allenge will face the reality of  
decreasing results in their phonathon program and t heir annual fund overall.



Wireless Is Changing

� Plans Are Getting Cheaper and More 
Inclusive

� Unlimited calling and texting
� Smart phones and Internet
� More choices/competition

� Number Portability Law
� Easier to switch carriers
� More people keeping same number 

(often their home area)
� Students maintain hometown cell 

phone
� VOIP- The Next Challenge

� Acts as a home phone, but uses 
internet 

� Over 24 million subscribers as of 2008
� Vonage allows alternative area codes

My First Cell Phone in 1997

The rate at which technology is changing is stagger ing.  Consider the changes in 
the last decade alone.  We are fast moving toward a  wireless-only society.



Wireless Only Households- Five Year Projection
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Cell Phone Trends
Wireless Only Households

Within 42 months, nearly 1 in 3 households in the U .S. will be wireless-only



Cell Phone Trends
Wireless Only Households By AGE

As suspected, young people dominate those with wire less- only households.         
1 in 3 households under 30 years of age is currentl y wireless-only.
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Cell Phone Trends
Projected Increase in Wireless Only Households by Age

Remember, as people age they will move to other cat egories.  It is realistic to 
assume that the fastest growing group in the next t hree years may be 30-44.
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Cell Phone Trends
Wireless Only Households by Region of the United States

Somewhat surprisingly, the South far outpaces the N ortheast in wireless-only 
households.  Why might that be the case?
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Cell Phone Trends
Wireless Only Households by Education Level

Wireless-only households seem fairly evenly spread across the education 
spectrum.  Those still in college likely dominate t he some-post high school group.
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Wireless Only Households by Education Level



Cell Phone Trends
Wireless Only Households by Income Level

Those with less income cannot easily afford both a wireless and landline phone.  When only 
one phone is affordable, wireless is the growing ch oice.  Watch for a growing number of 
disconnected landlines in the coming months because  of the poor economic conditions.
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Cell Phone Trends
Wireless Only Households by Job Status

No surprises here.  Those going to school lead the way in wireless-only.
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Cell Phone Trends
Wireless Only Households

Renters are choosing to go wireless-only at a much higher rate.  Young people 
and college students likely have great influence on  this group. Other 

Arrangement may reflect those in college dorm rooms  or who still live at home.  
The bottom line here- mobile populations heavily ref lect wireless-only.
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Cell Phone Trends
Location, Location, Location

Metropolitan areas outpace small cities or towns in  wireless-only households.  
Poor cell phone reception in rural areas may influe nce this trend.
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Cell Phone Trends
Wireless Only Households by Race or Ethnicity

Not a wide spread here, but it is clear that minori ties tend to have higher rates 
of wireless-only households.
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Wireless Only Households by Race or Ethnicity



Cell Phone Trends
Wireless Only Households by Family

College students and roommates help push unrelated adults to a level far 
above the others.  Young people likely influence th is category.
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Cell Phone Trends
Wireless Only Households

Males hold a slight but noticeable lead over female s in wireless-only 
households.  Could the security of having a land-li ne influence single females 
to keep it?  Is the income disparity between men an d women noticeable here?

18.0%

14.4%

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

W
ire

le
ss

 O
nl

y 
H

ou
se

ho
ld

s

Male Female

Statistics as of June 2008

Wireless Only Households by Gender



The Blueprintfor Cell Phones in Phonathon
3 Steps Every Program Should Take

� STEP 1 Data Integrity
� Identify Cell Phones From Existing Database
� Obtain Cell Numbers from Emergency Records
� Use Student Callers to Verify and Capture Cell Phones
� Send Lost Numbers to Vendor Research

� STEP 2 Managerial Tactics and Strategy
� Segment Cell Phones into Separate Calling Pools
� Scripting Adjustments and Objection Techniques
� Text Messaging in Alumni Relations and Stewardship
� The Alumni Participation Problem- Cell Phones Can Help

� STEP 3 Statistical Analysis
� Measuring Cell Phones vs. Landline Results

� Graduation Year
� Region/Area Code
� Contact Rates
� All Relevant Statistics (Participation, Average Pledge, etc.)



Step 1- Data Integrity
3 Goals for Improving Your Database

� Identify

� Acquire

� Maintain

Building a known database of cell phones must be pr iority 1.  Programs 
should waste no time in making this a primary focus  of data research.



Understanding Your Database

� Identify existing cell phones within 
the database

� Many cell phones already exist 
in your database, unknown

� Send to vendor (e.g. HEP)
� Flag in database

� Can your database hold cell 
phone numbers in separate 
location?

� Build upon existing cell phone 
information on regular basis

� Use student callers
� Use vendors
� Student Emergency Records
� Alumni Relations Mailings

Cell Phones in Alumni 
Database

Cell Phone No Cell Phone

What’s Your Cell Phone Percentage?

77%
23%

Understand the proportion of how your database is c urrently constructed.  
How many alumni records do you have with a known ce ll phone?



Send Your Database to Research To Identify 
Which Current Numbers Are Cell Phones

� Many vendors offer this service as a 
stand-alone product or as part of a 
larger package

� Consider cell phone identification 
with regular research over the 
summer and winter months

� Cell phones are identified from 
landlines based on their prefix.  
(251) 555-1234

� Cell companies are assigned or 
purchase prefixes. All numbers with 
that prefix belong to them.

� Meticulously track the rates of 
known cell phones within your 
database as you progress

Knowing which numbers are cell phones and which are landlines is crucial in the 
formation of a strategy for properly soliciting and stewarding your donors.



No Comprehensive National Cell Phone Directory
…and it’s not coming any time soon

� Current directories being 
considered are “opt-in” only

� Opt-in rates expected to be very low

� Wireless companies would need 
incentive to publish without 
consent of user

� Not likely to happen given high number 
of companies that lead to competition

� Unless all companies are aboard, fear of 
losing business to others will be to great 
for any single company to make 
unilateral decision

While many people still guard their cell phone numb ers for privacy reasons, 
this is likely to relax in the coming years as more  people go wireless-only.



Student Emergency Records
A Great Source for Cell Phones

� Most colleges and universities acquire 
cell phones to warn students of 
dangerous on-campus situations

� Schools use texting and automated 
messages

� Usually captured as incoming 
freshman.  Many schools require 
students to update demographic 
information annual upon arrival.

� Work with registrars office and 
admissions to capture and roll over 
cell phones into alumni database

� Many schools have rolled data over
� Work with legal team to ensure 

compliance with FERPA regulations
� Find it, get it, and keep it !

Because many students will keep the 
same cell number following graduation 
that they arrived on campus with, it is 
essential that institutions capture and 
retain these numbers early in the 
student’s career.

TIP- How much better would your student giving progr am be if you knew every 
senior’s cell phone number?  Text messaging, phonat hon, etc. are tools to use!



Student Callers
Identify and Acquire Cell Phone Numbers From Alumni

� Demographic updates in phonathon calls provide the 
opportunity to gather and verify this information

� “Did I reach you on your home phone or cell phone?”
� If home- “We’re updating our alumni records and would appreciate you 

sharing your cell phone”

� If cell- “Is this your only number or do you also have a landline?”

� Ask for cell phones following address and e-mail verification in 
the beginning of the call

� Use verification of alumni information as reason for asking

� Callers must ask confidently without apprehension
� Should not and cannot apologize for asking

� Consider holding contests for highest number of new cell phones 
acquired

Alumni are much more likely to give cell phone info rmation to a student caller 
than they are filling out the information on the we bsite or mailer.  Use your assets!



Cell Phone Acquisition Using Students
The University of Wisconsin-Eau Claire
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Fall 2008 Phonathon
� 11.6% Capture or Verification Rate (12,484 contacts)
� Nearly 1,500 Cell Phones Identified or Captured
� Recent Grads Provided the Highest Number of Newly Known 

Cell Phone Numbers



Step 2- Managerial Tactics and Strategy
3 Factors In Your Preparation

� Segmentation

� Contact Rates

� Productivity

Use the identified cell phones to improve efficienc y and increase results



Segmentation and Management Strategies
Incorporate Cell Phones into Your Calling Plan

� Separate Calling Pools for Cell Phone Only Records
� The Challenge of Mobility

� West coast programs especially vulnerable

� Segment by zip code- calls end by 9:00pm to comply with law

� Handling Dual Phone Households
� Load/Print Both Phone Numbers to Increase Contact Chances

� Call landline first, then cell phone

� Consider 5 attempts on landline before calling cell phones

� Prepare Cell Phone Objection Technique For Callers
� Be sure everyone calling in cell phone segments is well trained

� Track refusal reasons and do not call/solicit because of cell phones



Using Cell Phones in 
Alumni Relations and Stewardship

� Text Messaging
� Drive participation at events
� Reunion activities
� Class updates
� Institutional announcements
� Cost effective and instantaneous

� Coordinate solicitation calendar 
using all contact methods

� Integrate text messaging into a 
comprehensive annual planned 
calendar of stewardship and 
solicitation

� Use technology to communicate 
with alumni using their preferred 
method

� Recent graduates in particular

Using text messages to solicit alumni 
for contributions may be a few steps 
away.  Start by using it for alumni 
relations to get your constituents 
comfortable with receiving text 
messages from their alma mater.



The Alumni Participation Problem
Why Cell Phones Can Change Your Program

� Alumni participation overall 
continues to decline

� 11.7% in 2007, down from 11.9% 
in 2006 and 12.4% in 2005

� Alumni of record increased
� 4.1% in 2007
� Growing number of young alumni 

proportionally in most databases
� Recent graduates give less on 

average than older graduates
� Student loans are major financial 

hurdle for alumni giving
� Data integrity is worst among 

recent graduates
� Acquiring and keeping cell 

phones will be a key to this 
issue

Statistics provided from Council for Aid to Education- February 20, 2008
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Recent Graduates and the Cell Phone Challenge
Why Institutions Should Tackle the Problem

� Enrollment has increased 
tremendously

� A higher proportion of alumni come 
from younger classes

� Alumni giving rates are down
� Student Loan Debt
� Job Uncertainty
� More people on campus has made 

relationship building more difficult
� Cultivate early on campus

� Contact percentage is worst among 
younger alumni

� Mobile populations
� Tend not to stay in contact on their 

own

The gap in communication methods between young and old has never been 
greater than it is today.  Not having cell phone nu mbers in your database can 
essentially eliminate as many as one-third of all r ecent grads from calling.

The biggest challenge in any database is 

also the biggest opportunity for growth.



Step 3- Statistical and Trend Analysis

� Comprehensive

� Comparative

� Forward-Thinking

Developing a strategy is half the battle.  The othe r half is reviewing results and 
making pragmatic decisions based on the data.  Stay  ahead of the curve!



Statistical Analysis
Compare Land Line to Cell Phone Productivity

� Number of Prospects
� Completion Percentage
� Contact Percentages
� Contact Rates and 

Time Management
� Participation
� Average Pledge
� Credit Card Rates

� Graduation Years
� Donor Type
� Upgrade Percentages
� Matching Gift 

Percentages
� Solicitation Methods
� Pledge Fulfillment
� Complaints

The landscape of statistical analysis in phonathon will change dramatically in 
the coming years.  Instead of looking just at the d atabase as a whole, institutions 
will be forced to compare productivity rates of cel l phones vs. land lines to make 
better strategic decisions.  The bottom line- you’ll  need to work smarter.



Caller ID and Cell Phones
The Industry May Temporarily Regain Some Advantage

� Many cell phone companies 
do not push names, just 
numbers

� If a number is not in the 
prospect contact list, the 
name may not show

� Take advantage while you 
can- providers may 
eventually push names

Caller ID significantly affected contact rates in t he past decade since their 
introduction.  Not pushing the name could help phon athons regain the element 
of surprise.



What Will Cell Phones Provide in the Future?

� Smartphone Technology Will 
Continue To Grow Rapidly
� Phone Calls
� Text Messaging
� E-Mail and Internet
� Television and Movies
� Mapping and GPS
� Video Conferencing
� and much more!

Cell phones will continue to evolve in the coming y ears.  Packages will become 
less expensive and technology will continue to get better.  Cell phones will be a 
one-stop shop, meaning acquiring cell numbers will be even more crucial as 
communicating with constituents gets very creative.



Questions?

Feel free to contact me:

Jason Fisher
Senior Counsel
(319) 892-0376
jason.fisher@ruffalocody.com

Jason is an 18-year veteran of the phonathon industry, having successfully 
managed multiple programs including the University of Georgia.  Jason is the 
former Director of Operations for RuffaloCODY and has consulted with over 
100 institutions in his career.  To learn more about Jason’s background, visit 
www.ruffalocody/products/consulting/bio_jf.php


