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It’s a Wednesday evening and you’re in the call center watching your 

students on the phone with alums. Young people talking to older people who went 

to the same school they did. Lots of drama. Smiles. Frowns. Glee. Frustration. Side 

conversations between callers that you hope your alums will never overhear. 

Maybe you’re looking forward to going home and relaxing, but you’re not bored. 

Too much energy in the room for that.  

One of the things you notice, as you so often have, is the length of the calls. 

Some end quickly. Some go on for awhile. And some last a goodly amount of time, 

maybe longer than you’re comfortable with. Perhaps you ask yourself, “Is all that 

time worth the effort in terms of getting alums to pledge and pledge a lot?” 

 As much as we’d like to, we can’t offer a definitive answer to that question. 

However … we can offer some findings we think are intriguing.  Admittedly, the 

data we have is from only one school. There’s no way we can responsibly 

generalize these findings to other schools. But we want to put them out there for 

you to think about and (we hope) test out at your own institution. 

 Here’s the flow of the paper: 

 The basic data we looked at 

 The questions we asked 

 The answers we found 

 Some of the implications  

 

The Basic Data We Looked At 

 We were quickly reminded of something when we launched this study: If 

you run a call center, you have oodles of electronically stored data at your disposal. 

Of course, given the pressures and constraints of your job, you’re not going to have 

the time and leisure to forage through all that data and analyze it. We appreciate 

that. Nonetheless, the data is there; it’s hanging around waiting for the day when 

somebody can really dig into it.  



 This data came from a university with about 100,000 living alumni, and was 

collected during one fall term of calling by 26 student employees working in 

evening shifts of 8 to 12 people each. 

 In this study, we explored a tiny portion of the data that was available to us: 

 The results of the last call made to 4,785 alumni: “ALREADY PLEDGED,” 

“DO NOT CALL,” “NO PLEDGE,” “REMOVE FROM LIST,” 

“SPECIFIED PLEDGE” (including the dollar amount), and 

“UNSPECIFIED PLEDGE.” 

 The time (in seconds) spent on each of these 4,785 calls 

 The amount of the last gift (if there had been one) made by the alum 

The Questions We Asked 

These are the basic questions we tried to answer: 

 How much time was spent on these almost 5,000 calls? 

 What was the relationship between time spent on these calls and dollars 

pledged? 

 What was the relationship between time spent on these calls and pledge rate? 

 What was the relationship between time spent on these calls and whether or 

not alums gave more than their last gift? 

The Answers We Found  

 In this section, we’ve got a bunch of tables and graphs for you to look at. 

We’ve done our best to make them clear and to offer our best interpretation of the 

findings.  If questions remain, please do not hesitate to let us know with a phone 

call or e-mail. 

How much time was spent on the calls? 

 Take a look at Table 1. After you’ve had a little time to digest it, we’ll tell 

you what we see there. 

 

 



 

Table 1: Median, Minimum, and Maximum Seconds Devoted to 4,785 Calls 

Made for Pledges 

TIME 
INTERVAL 

# OF 
CALLS 
MADE 

TOTAL # 
OF 
SECONDS 
FOR ALL 
CALLS 

MEDIAN 
SECONDS 
PER CALL 

MINIMUM 
SECONDS 

MAXIMUM 
SECONDS 

1 231 12360 54 23 66 

2 239 18698 78 67 88 

3 237 23206 98 89 105 

4 242 27284 113 106 119 

5 244 30507 125 120 130 

6 237 32145 136 131 140 

7 236 34218 145 141 149 

8 227 34972 154 150 158 

9 248 40713 164 159 169 

10 251 43794 175 170 179 

11 239 44300 185 180 191 

12 236 46601 198 192 204 

13 238 50318 212 205 218 

14 239 54234 227 219 235 

15 239 58180 243 236 254 

16 242 64790 266 255 283 

17 240 71980 299 284 319 

18 241 83083 344 320 372 

19 238 97495 410 373 455 

20 241 156053 556 456 2115 

 

 Let’s start with the first column in the table called “Time Interval.” Notice 

that there are 20 of them, and that they each contain about 5% of the calls made. If 

you scan over to the two columns on the right (“Minimum Seconds” and 

“Maximum Seconds”), here’s what emerges: 

 A good half (Intervals 1-10) of the calls lasted less than three minutes (179 

seconds).  

 80% of the calls (Intervals 1-16) lasted less than five minutes (283 seconds). 



 5% of the calls (Interval 20) lasted somewhere between seven and a half 

minutes (456 seconds) on up to well over half an hour (2,115 seconds). 

Because we have not spent much time analyzing call center data, we simply 

don’t know how typical these time data are. We’d love to know how they 

compare to your own call center data. 

What was the relationship between time spent on these calls and dollars 

pledged? 

 Okay, now things start to get a little more interesting. Take a look at Table 2 

and Figure 1. 

Table 2: Total and Mean Pledge Dollars Received by Call Time Interval 

TIME INTERVAL 
# OF CALLS 

MADE 

TOTAL 
PLEDGE 

DOLLARS 
RECEIVED 

MEAN PLEDGE 
DOLLARS RECEIVED 

(PER ATTEMPT) 

1 231 $330 $1.43 

2 239 $145 $0.61 

3 237 $1,155 $4.87 

4 242 $535 $2.21 

5 244 $1,745 $7.15 

6 237 $625 $2.64 

7 236 $805 $3.41 

8 227 $1,865 $8.22 

9 248 $2,687 $10.83 

10 251 $3,093 $12.32 

11 239 $3,560 $14.90 

12 236 $4,415 $18.71 

13 238 $5,935 $24.94 

14 239 $4,390 $18.37 

15 239 $6,727 $28.15 

16 242 $8,855 $36.59 

17 240 $9,970 $41.54 

18 241 $11,071 $45.94 

19 238 $16,620 $69.83 

20 241 $15,975 $66.29 

 



 

 

Here’s what we see: 

 The big news from both the table and the chart is that, as the calls get longer, 

there is a substantial rise in the number of pledges made per attempt, as 

expressed in average dollars per call attempt. There are some blips, some 

ups and downs, but the trend is undeniable. 

 More specifically, let’s compare what came in dollar-wise from the shortest 

25% of calls (Intervals 1-5) and the longest 25% of calls (Intervals 16-20). 

It’s $3,910 versus $62,491. Any way you do the math, that’s a big 

difference. 

 

What was the relationship between time spent on these calls and pledge rate? 

Look at Table 3 and Figure 2. 

  

 



Table 3: Pledge Percentage by Call Time Interval 

TIME 
INTERVAL 

# OF 
CALLS 
MADE 

TOTAL  # OF 
PLEDGES 
RECEIVED 

PLEDGE % for 
INTERVAL 

% OF PLEDGES 
RECEIVED 

(cumulative) 

1 231 2 0.90% 0.18% 

2 239 3 1.30% 0.27% 

3 237 11 4.60% 0.98% 

4 242 6 2.50% 0.53% 

5 244 19 7.80% 1.69% 

6 237 14 5.90% 1.24% 

7 236 13 5.50% 1.15% 

8 227 24 10.60% 2.13% 

9 248 32 12.90% 2.84% 

10 251 33 13.10% 2.93% 

11 239 46 19.20% 4.08% 

12 236 45 19.10% 3.99% 

13 238 61 25.60% 5.41% 

14 239 57 23.80% 5.06% 

15 239 83 34.70% 7.36% 

16 242 103 42.60% 9.14% 

17 240 111 46.30% 9.85% 

18 241 134 55.60% 11.89% 

19 238 161 67.60% 14.29% 

20 241 169 70.10% 15.00% 

Totals:  4,785 1,127 23.55% 100.00% 

 

 



 

 

We see the same pattern here as we did with pledge dollars received. If 

anything, the relationship is a bit stronger. We’ll do the same comparison we did 

previously, except this time we’ll be looking at pledges received as opposed to 

dollars received. For the shortest 25% of calls (Intervals 1-5): 37 pledges. For the 

longest 25% of calls (Intervals 16-20): 678 pledges. This is a big, big difference. 

 

What was the relationship between time spent on these calls and whether or 

not alums gave more than their last gift? 

 We think this is an interesting question. After all, I think we all want alums 

to give more this time than they gave the last time, whether we reaching out to 

them by a call or a letter or a site visit or whatever.  

 Same suggestion: Look at the table and the figure. Then we’ll tell you what 

we think. 



Table 4: Percentage of Attempts Resulting in Pledges Received Greater Than 

Previous Pledge, by Time Interval 

TIME 
INTERVAL 

# OF 
CALLS 
MADE 

TOTAL  # 
OF 
PLEDGES 
RECEIVED 
GREATER 
THAN 
PREVIOUS 
PLEDGE 

% OF  
GREATER 
PLEDGES 
RECEIVED 

1 231 1 0.4% 

2 239 0 0.0% 

3 237 2 0.8% 

4 242 2 0.8% 

5 244 2 0.8% 

6 237 1 0.4% 

7 236 4 1.7% 

8 227 6 2.6% 

9 248 4 1.6% 

10 251 13 5.2% 

11 239 16 6.7% 

12 236 14 5.9% 

13 238 23 9.7% 

14 239 21 8.8% 

15 239 33 13.8% 

16 242 34 14.0% 

17 240 48 20.0% 

18 241 57 23.7% 

19 238 51 21.4% 

20 241 80 33.2% 

 



 

 

 No doubt about it. The longer the call lasted, the more likely alums were to 

give more this time than they had the last time. 

 

Some of the Implications of What We Found 

 The first thing we’d like to say is more along the lines of a caveat than an 

implication. And the caveat is that none of us should fall into the trap of making a 

causal inference here. For example, we can’t conclude that encouraging callers to 

spend more time on the phone with alums who pick up the phone is going to 

increase pledge participation and pledge revenue. Spending more time on the 

phone with these folk may pay off, and it may not. 

 Why do we say that? Because time spent on the phone may not be the causal 

factor at work here. What may be making the difference are factors related to how 

much time the caller spends on the phone with the alum. It could be that warmer 

and chattier callers are better at raising money with alums who are also warm and 



chatty – and it’s that combination of traits that leads to longer calls, and it’s the 

chemistry between the two people that produces the pledge. We don’t know. 

 What we do know is that not analyzing at least some of that call data (that is 

so very much at your disposal) is a bad thing. Somebody in your shop or related to 

your shop should be working the heck out of that data. And you vendors who 

support call center data? We have to shake our finger at you. You have the 

resources to do this type of analysis. Let’s get the lead out!! 
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