MAJOR

GIVING
WHITE PAPER

PAST PHILANTHROPY IS THE STRONGEST INDICATOR OF
FUTURE PHILANTHROPY. ALTHOUGH TRADITIONAL
WEALTH MARKERS, SUCH AS REAL ESTATE HOLDINGS,
CORRELATE WITH PHILANTHROPY, PAST PHILANTHROPY
IS A MORE ACCURATE PREDICTOR OF FUTURE GIVING.

Executive Summary
Back testing over two million donor records showed
a strong correlation between specific philanthropy,
wealth markers, and future philanthropy. Unlike
traditional wealth analysis, which has long been
the standard for donor prediction in the industry,
past philanthropy proved itself to be a much more
accurate indicator of future philanthropy.
Wealth, particularly evidenced by the value of real
estate owned by the prospect, correlated both the
inclination to give as well as the capacity to give.
However, stronger predictors of future philanthropy
were past giving to the nonprofit, past giving to
other nonprofits, political giving, and other factors.
Wealth plays a greater role in formulating ask
amounts, although philanthropy to other nonprofits
is also a significant factor. Formulating an ask
amount is a two-step process; determining the
prospect’s capacity to give, and analyzing the
amount the prospect has given to other nonprofits.

MAJOR GIVING

DEFINED

In 2016, the largest
source of charitable
giving came from
individuals at
$281.86 billion,
or 72% of total giving; followed by
foundations ($58.28 billion/15%),
bequests ($30.36 billion/8%), and
corporations ($18.55 billion/5%).

Major giving can vary by amount and type,
depending upon the nonprofit and the need. For a
smaller nonprofit, a four-figure donation might be a
major gift, while larger organizations may consider
six or seven figure checks a major donation.
Major giving can also vary by type:
• Annual campaign: a gift given in response to an
annual fundraising campaign
• Event sponsorship: a gift given to partially or
completely sponsor an event
• Capital campaign: a gift given to support a
specific purpose or project, such as a new facility,
piece of equipment, or program
• Major gift: a gift not given for the previous three
reasons
• Planned giving: a gift given prior to death
(annuity based) or after death (bequests and other
gifts from an estate; can take a variety of forms)
This white paper will focus on the first four types
of gifts, since the donors and the strategies for
identifying them are similar. Planned giving donors,
and the markers that identify them, vary greatly
from other types of prospects in significant ways.

Stratification Among Major Givers
Nonprofit donors fall into three groups based on the
amount of donations, which require three different
types of engagement strategies:

MAJOR-DONOR GIVING INCLUDES
• Capital and special campaigns
• Major gifts from individuals
• Major grants
• Complex deferred gifts/planned giving Strategies
• Direct contact
• Special events
• Naming/involvement opportunities
• Peer-to-peer contact
• High-Dollar Giving
• Includes
• Capital and special campaigns
• Significant gifts from individuals
• Significant grants Strategies
• High-$ direct-response fundraising
• Higher-end special events
• Peer-to-peer contact
LOW-DOLLAR GIVING INCLUDES
• Capital and special campaigns
• Gifts from individuals
• Gifts from small/family foundations Strategies
• Direct-response fundraising (mail, email, telemarketing)
• Special events
• Bequests and other simple deferred gifts
• Peer-to-peer contact

Most nonprofits categorize
donors by their level of giving:
Major donors, high dollar
donors, and low dollar donors.
For purposes of major giving,
each group should be
approached differently.
Although it is not reflected in
this whitepaper, low dollar
donors can often be strong
planned giving prospects.
Please see our planned
giving whitepaper for more
information.

MAJOR GIVING AND DIRECT MAIL
Same Strategies, Different Tactics. Most nonprofits should strategize and
manage two separate campaigns for different groups of potential donors.
Low dollar prospects can be cost-effectively approached using a strategy
based on direct mail. Major giving prospects should be cultivated with
fewer, more personal contacts.

Most nonprofits should
build and manage two
separate fundraising
campaigns:
one for low dollar donors and
a second for major giving
solicitations. Low dollar
prospects should be engaged
more often and less
personally, using a campaign
based primarily on direct mail.
Major giving prospects should
be engaged less often and
more personally, with more
one-on-one contacts.

In brief, the higher the potential
dollar value of the owner, the
more personal and direct the
engagement strategy.

DIRECT MAIL
TACTICS

MAJOR GIFTS
TACTICS

Engage donors and
prospects before
soliciting

Teaser copy,
premiums,
newsletters

Tours, visits,
phone calls,
house parties

Solicit existing
donors for
repeated, larger
gifts

One-to-many,
frequent asks

One-to-one, by
peers,
2-3x/yr asks, at
most

Add new donors to
pipeline

Rent or
exchange lists,
mail to
nondonors

Build on
networks of
existing major
donors

Test solicitation
messages and
strategies before
rollout

Mail test
packages to
portion of list

Interview key
high $
prospects

Educate key
constituencies &
build brand

Inform
members
with email
newsletters,
website,
traditional
mailings

A few key
stakeholders,
build in-depth
understanding

Educate key
constituencies &
build brand

Inform
members
with email
newsletters,
website,
traditional
mailings

A few key
stakeholders,
build in-depth
understanding

STRATEGY

Major Giving:
Philanthropy Markers

Past philanthropy is a
much stronger indicator
of future giving than
traditional wealth markers

DonorSearch recently back tested 2 million records where
we knew the individual’s lifetime giving to at least one
nonprofit, totaling $5 billion.
Our analysis calculated the percentage of the 2 million
records that matched to each marker and compared that to
the percentage of $5 billion represented by each group.
Our analysis has found a strong correlation between these
philanthropy markers and the likelihood of major giving.
In order, the markers are:

In order, the best prospects
can be measured by:
• Previous giving to your
organization
• Giving to other nonprofits
• Participation as a
foundation trustee
• Political donations

• Previous giving to your organization is the single best
predictor of future philanthropy
• Your prospect’s giving to other nonprofits
• Your prospect’s participation as a foundation trustee (in any
foundation)
• Your prospect’s lifetime giving to federal political campaigns

GIVING ELSEWHERE AND PHILANTHROPY
Larges Gift
Elsewhere

% of Records

% of $$

Predictive
Strength

$100k

0.7%

24.1%

24.1%

$50k-$100k

0.5%

3.5%

3.5%

$25k-50k

0.6%

6.5%

6.5%

$10k-25k

0.7%

7.0%

7.0%

$5k-10k

1.1%

5.4%

5.4%

% of Records

% of $$

Predictive
Strength

$2.500 +

3.8%

54.6%

14.48%

$1,000-2,500

11.0%

70.7%

6.43%

$500-1,000

14.4%

74.3%

5.17%

POLITICAL GIVING AND PHILANTHROPY
FECCharitable
Giving

MAJOR GIVING: WEALTH MARKERS

The strongest wealthbased
indicator of future philanthropy
is real estate ownership.
The value of real estate owned
is an excellent predictor of
philanthropy, with greater wealth
connected to greater giving.

DonorSearch analyzes other wealth data
to provide a more complete picture of
giving capacity, including business
history, stock ownership, airplane/boat
ownership and other factors.

Our analysis has found a strong correlation between these
wealth markers and the likelihood of major giving. In order, the
markers are:
• Your prospect’s ownership of various amounts of real estate
• Your prospect’s involvement at a leadership level in larger
private and public companies.
Leaders of companies with higher revenues display higher
levels of philanthropy

REAL ESTATE OWNERSHIP AND PHILANTHROPY
Benchmark
Database

% of
Records

% of $$

Predictive
Strength

Real Estate $0
or null

55.2%

32.3%

0.59

All Real Estate
Holdings

44.8%

67.7%

1.51

Back-testing
Database

% of Recs

% of $$

Predictive
Strength

25.0%

17.55

Real Estate $2+
million

1.4%

Real Estate $1-2
million

3.2%

13.2%

4.17

Real Estate
$750k-1 mil

2.5%

5.7%

2.25

Real Estate
$500k-750k

5.4%

6.8%

1.25

Real Estate
$250k-499k

12.8%

8.6%

0.67

Real Estate
$125-249k

10.9%

4.8%

0.44

Real Estate <
$125k

8.4%

3.5%

0.42

INNOVATION

Using information from twenty-five databases,
DonorSearch uses proprietary algorithms to
help clients find the best philanthropic
prospects. Our data can be easily integrated
with most common donor management and
general sales software, putting critical donor
information at a client’s fingertips.

Since Day One

DonorSearch was founded in 2007 with one goal:

DonorSearch is the only prospect
research company that:

To provide more accurate, comprehensive,
and actionable data to help nonprofits
achieve better fundraising and outreach
results. Headed by industry veterans,
DonorSearch is a leading provider of
prospect research to nonprofits, including
charities, healthcare organizations,
fraternities/sororities, religious organizations,
and educators.

Searches and analyzes wealth and philanthropy databases
Reviews all information manually for greater accuracy
before you receive it
Can predict both capacity and propensity to give with
confidence
Provides in-depth information to help development
personnel formulate
approach and ask strategies
Helps development offices allocate scarce resources most
efficiently
Provides free, outstanding training and technical support

© September 2015, DonorSearch

This white paper is for informational purposes only, and reflects
the views of DonorSearch at the time it was written. All
DonorSearch product names are trademarks of DonorSearch.
All information is subject to change without notice.

info@donorsearch.net

410 670-7880

www.donorsearch.net

