
Making the 
ask
The importance of 
fostering friendships is 
well recognised but it is 
often still hard to ‘take 
the leap’ and invite 
others  in. Here, we 
discuss some ways to 
make ‘the asking’ a little 
easier.

Do your research
Friendships cannot be engineered nor 
is the art of building friendships a 
uniform and linear step-by-step 
process. But it pays to think 
intentionally about how you are going 
to present an ask that is aimed at 
creating opportunities for friendships 
to grow. What we know from research 
is that simply appealing to somebody 
to befriend a person with a 
developmental disability, on the basis 
of that person’s need for friendship or 
out of a sense of pity or charity, rarely 

works. An opportunity should be 
constructed in such a way so as not to 
impose a feeling that someone should 
get involved but that the potential 
relationship is likely to be a mutually 
enjoyable and meaningful one.

One of the more straight forward ways 
to find this common ground is through 
mutual interests and all the places 
where this interest can be expressed. 
But it is not enough to simply 
participate in an activity - what you 
need to identify through that shared 
interest are opportunities for 
relationships to spark and grow. 
Seeing the same people regularly is 
important, as is allowing for 
contribution. Get thinking in terms of 
roles rather than activities, as it is 
through roles that people become 
known for what they can offer others 
(their gifts) and therefore reciprocity is 
developed. Relationships are much 
more likely to flourish when there is 
both give and take rather than one 
party doing “all the work”. 

Once you have identified personal 
interests and gifts, choose one to 
focus on. List all the places where this 
interest can be expressed and/or gift 
be put to use. From this list, you can 
then begin to zero in on the most 
likely places where connections could 
be made. Then work out your pitch - 
the angle you are going to take, how 
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you are going to say it, and who to. 
Your ask must be something do-able, 
something imaginable. Write it out 
before making contact (we do), and 
focus on getting a face to face meeting 
to talk more. Try to anticipate some of 
the questions that might come your 
way and develop some responses.

For example, for someone with a keen 
interest in classical music, it was 
thought that a volunteer role at the 
Conservatorium of Music would be 
ideal. In the context of voluntary or 
paid work, it is important to remember 
that employers have a human resource 
need to fill. It can’t just be about 
spending time there or a person’s 
social needs.

An ask might go something like this:

“Hello my name is .... I know someone 
who may be interested in volunteering 
for you. Daniel is currently working in 
office support and I think he has some 
skills he could offer you. He also loves 
music and is wanting to meet people 
who love music as much as he does. I 
liked the look of your lunchtime 
concerts and thought this could be 
great, so I mentioned it to him. Could 
we come and meet you?”

If you’ve done your research then you 
are naturally going to sound more 
confident when making the ask and be 
able to be specific about what you are 

asking. If you are uncertain or vague 
then this can breed suspicion. A big 
turn off for people is a feeling that 
there is a hidden agenda. 

Trust and Perseverance
Asking is hard because it exposes us 
to the risk of rejection. But in our 
experience, most people are 
welcoming and curious to find out 
more, and are just waiting to be asked. 
In our culture there is a pervasive 
sense that professionals are best 
equipped to “deal with” people with 
disability. This can inadvertently 
colour our own mindsets when asking 
ordinary community members to share 
some time, and feed into our personal 
prophecies of rejection and ridicule. 

Instead of thinking that the community 
needs to be more welcoming, trust 
that community already is welcoming, 
and trust in the belief that most 
people will embrace an opportunity to 
get to know someone they may not 
otherwise have had a chance to meet. 
Once you have this embedded in your 
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own outlook, making the ask becomes 
a whole lot easier.

But as with all human relationships, 
there will be ups and downs, people 
will come and go and the intensity of 
friendships will wax and wane. There 
will be times when, despite careful 
planning and prolonged effort, a 
situation is just not working, and you 
need to have the courage to pull the 
plug and try something different. 

There will be setbacks and 
disappointments, but this is not a 
reason not to try. This is messy work, 
as we are dealing with human beings 
with all their hang ups and quirks, 
histories and desires. There is no 
clearly defined start and end point 
when it comes to this community 
connecting work. It is a cyclical 
process as new opportunities arise and 
old ones run their course, and as 
people move through different stages 
of life. It is a continuing and ever 
evolving process. Persevere and you 
will be rewarded, over and over again.

There are a whole range of 
relationships. Acquaintances are just 
as important as intimate friendship. 
Don’t get caught up in the belief that 
every relationship-building effort 
needs to result in deep and lasting 
friendship. Sometimes this might 
happen, sometimes not. Friends come 
and go, only a few are life-long.

Who does the asking?
If you don’t feel up to the task, 
delegate. This is totally legitimate. You 
might prefer to stick to doing the 
groundwork and engage someone else 
to do the actual asking. It could be a 
member of your network, another 
family member, a close family friend, 
or it may be a paid role designed 
specifically for this task. But keep in 
mind that for whoever does the 
asking, an intimate knowledge of the 
person is needed first. This person 
needs to be able to speak easily about 
your loved one.

The role of an asker may in fact be one 
of the key relationships you build as 
part of your self directed support 
system, as the first step in “building 
your tribe”. Given the importance of 
building community connections and 
fostering relationships, it is important 
to not feel burdened by it, as yet 
another job to do.

“There will be setbacks 
and disappointments, 
but this is not a reason 
not to try. This is messy 
work, as we are dealing 
with human beings with 
all their hang ups and 
quirks, histories and 
desires.”
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All in good time
Don’t be put off or feel daunted by 
others who appear to have it all 
worked out. Keep in mind that plenty 
of hard work went into reaching that 
point, with plenty of setbacks along 
the way. Each individual is different 
and there is no single formula that can 
be applied to everyone. It’s long-term 
work. The little things that happen in 
brief moments are just as important. 
Don’t become disillusioned if progress 
is slow, because invariably it is. 
Try to work out the best time to make 
an ask of someone. If you know they 
are particularly busy at a certain time, 
hold off. You want to try to maximise 
the chances for success. But don’t 
succumb to thinking that people are 
simply too busy and not end up 
making the ask. This is an easy trap to 
fall into. 

Again, the idea generally is to secure a 
face to face meeting when you will 
have that person’s undivided 
attention. This is more likely to 
happen if you make the ask at a time 

when that person is, to the best of 
your knowledge, free from distractions 
or a bottleneck of commitments. 
Ideally, the person needs to be as 
excited by the idea as you are.
By considering the above, we hope 
that taking that leap of making the ask 
is a little bit easier. But as with most 
things, technique is refined through 
practice. You will work out over time 
what works best in your particular 
context.

We can work with 
you on your 
powerful ask 
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