
 

 

Its Halloween and we must deal with ghosts! 
 

You had that amazing lunch with the donor you have been cultivating over the past 3 months.  You did 

everything right!  Research, philanthropic record, propensity for your organization’s mission and you 

really connected with them.  But now, after months of follow up . . .  silence! What went wrong?   

 

You have just been ghosted.  Ghosting is a relatively new term which grew out of online dating and is 

now in the business realm.  Today, ghosting occurs at a higher rate and across all demographic profiles.  

Yes, millennials . . .  it is not just you. 

 

Working hard on a proposal or a relationship to be answered with crickets is unnerving at the least and 

even the most confident fund development professional will feel a crack in 

their focus.  Being ghosted makes you feel delegitimized, frustrated, 

impotent and finally disillusioned.  

 

Ghosting is the most insidious of all actions because it makes you question 

yourself.  Being ghosted activates the same pain pathways in your brain as a 

physical injury.  Mental health professionals even view ghosting as a form of 

emotional cruelty because you never have the chance to validate the 

occurrence.  You have no outlet for your emotions and no way to process 

the occurrence.   

 

Unfortunately, if you have been ghosted at a higher frequency it may take 

longer to overcome.  Some Psychologists believe when there are attacks on 

our self-esteem our bodies produce a natural opioid to combat the 

incidence but if the system is attacked repeatedly the levels go down as a safeguard.   

 

So why do people ghost?  According to Dr. Jennice Vilhauer in Psychology Today*; “People who ghost 

are primarily focused on avoiding their own emotional discomfort and they aren’t thinking about how it 

makes the other person feel.”  In short, it is not about you, your proposal or your organization’s 

mission.  It is more about the person ghosting, their fear, passive behavior and reluctance to confront.   

 

Donors, clients, associates, even team members will ghost.  So, what do we do about it?  First, define it.  

It may be tempting after a few emails and a phone call go unanswered to put the contact into the ghost 

pile but be careful – give your contact plenty of opportunity to respond.  Apply the rule of 7.  We know 

this rule in marketing as a customer must see our messaging at least 7 times before they buy.  Our rule 

of 7 for defining ghosting is similar.  Make at least 7 contacts.  The contacts must be different; phone 

calls, personal letters and emails.  After 7 attempts have gone unanswered put your contact into the 

ghost pile but keep them on your yearly E-newsletter distribution list. 

 

 



 

 

But what do I do about this big empty feeling?  This is important – it is not about you!  It is a reflection 

on the individual who ghosted.  People who ghost do not have the emotional maturity nor courage to 

deal with what they perceive as an uncomfortable situation.  Reach out to those trusted associates in 

your network and share with them what happened.  You need a venue to vent about the experience and 

because the incidence of workplace ghosting is on the rise, odds are, they know exactly how you are 

feeling.    

 

I once told a Gift Planning Officer on my team; “a solid no is worth gold because it allows you to move on 

to a yes.” A good strong no as defined by the rule of 7 and your understanding that being ghosted is not 

about you or your mission puts you one step closer to your next success.   
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