
WHY HAVE MAJOR DONORS?
In September 2011, a group of top organizers from across the country met in Washington, D.C. to discuss how to raise more 
money for community organizing. After two days of discussion, they concluded that:

1.	 A program asking individuals to give is the most straightforward path for groups (of whatever size/scale) to bring in 
new resources.

2.	 Major donor programs are the quickest way to raise substantial amounts of money.
3.	 Major donor programs have an undeserved reputation for being mysterious, therefore many/most groups: (a) have 

not approached that work methodically or persistently, and (b) in many cases lack the experience and procedures 
needed to overcome the fear factor and do it efficiently. 

This How To will focus on what it takes to methodically build a major donor program. For more information on the nuts and bolts 
of donor solicitation, see Fundraising for Social Change, 6th Edition, by Kim Klein.

WHAT IS A MAJOR DONOR?
The level of giving that defines a major donor depends on your organization, what it costs to be a member, and the size of other 
gifts that are solicited through special events, direct mail and other strategies. Most grassroots groups define a major donor as 
someone who gives at least $100, and many raise the bar higher than that.

IT’S ALL ABOUT BUILDING 
RELATIONSHIPS...
The heart and soul of community organizing is building public 
relationships with a cross section of people who live in your 
communities. Major donor fundraising is simply one more part 
of that ongoing work.

Nonprofit management specialist Erik Daubert is fond of 
saying that “fundraising 
is NOT about money. 
Fundraising is about 
connecting people to 
their passion through 
your organization.” 
According to Daubert, 
relationship building and 
donor cultivation are core 
parts of any major donor 
program. You should 
search for donors rather 
than donations.

…AND WINNING YOUR ISSUES
Another key tenet of any major donor program is that it 
needs to be integrated into your organization’s priority issue 
campaigns, programs and projects. There is no better time to 
ask for money than during the heat of a campaign. Even if a 
campaign is at a less active stage and you are planning more 
activity, being specific about how a donation will advance 

the campaign makes 
fundraising easier 
for the askers and 
the donors. You need 
money to pay for the 
campaign budget, and 
you need a broad-based 
constituency committed 
to and involved in your 
campaigns. Major 
donors fill both needs.
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Major donor fundraising is all about building strong and 
lasting relationships with individuals, so it is important to 
understand the types of strategies that create and improve these 
relationships. 

There are three broad categories of strategies – prospecting, 
renewing and upgrading . They relate directly to the 
progression that donors follow: giving for the first time, giving 
habitually and giving thoughtfully.

1)	 Prospecting strategies 
The main purpose of prospecting is to get people who have not 
given to your group before to give for the first time.

While many people in this category typically join at the basic 
membership level, people who are likely to give a major gift if 
asked are called prospects. In order to qualify as a major donor 
prospect a person must have the ability to give a major gift, a 
belief in your organization or a similar cause, and a contact 
with someone in your organization. If one or more of these 
ABC ingredients is missing, you only have a “suspect”, you 
need to gather more information.

How does your organization find major donor prospects? 
Fundraiser wisdom says that every person knows 250 people, 
and some of these people can give major donations. Start from 
the inside first by asking the following people for names of 
prospects:

•	 board members and other leaders,
•	 current major donors (a big untapped resource),
•	 current members,
•	 lapsed members and major donors,
•	 your staff.

Then broaden your search and look for major donor prospects 
among:

•	 lists of people who have attended your events,
•	 people who have responded to action alerts, signed 

petitions, or taken some other action,
•	 friends, allies and business contacts,
•	 those who give to other nonprofits (look at 

websites, annual reports, newsletters, etc.)

2)	 Renewing strategies
Renewing strategies seek to get existing major donors to renew 
a second time, a third time, and so on, and are sometimes 
referred to as habitual giving.

Renewing your existing base of major donors takes a 
methodical and disciplined approach.  Typically, major donor 
renewals need to be managed on a monthly basis in close 
coordination with a group’s membership renewal program.

3)	 Upgrading strategies
Upgrading aims to persuade donors to rank you higher and 
higher in their giving priorities. Normally these donors 
are very dedicated to the organization. In upgrading, you 
ask donors to give a bigger gift regularly, and later to give 
a bequest. This is known as thoughtful giving. Upgrading 
strategies seek to make habitual donors into thoughtful donors.

As with renewal strategies, upgrades need to be managed on 
a monthly basis in coordination with a group’s membership 
renewal system. Not only can existing major donors be asked 
to give more, but regular members can also be asked to up their 
giving and become major donors. Almost anyone who already 
gives – even at the basic membership level – is a potential 
major donor.

		  MYTHS ABOUT GIVING 
MONEY AND TIME 

It’s common in grassroots groups to hear someone say 
something like this: “I don’t think we should ask Mary to 
become a major donor because she already gives so much 
of her time.” Discard this notion. Time is not the same as 
money. You cannot pay your staff or purchase office supplies 
with time. You need both time and money.

A study by the Fidelity Charitable Gift Fund and Volunteer-
Match found that people who volunteer their time donate 
ten times more money than those who do not give their 
time, and two-thirds of those who give their money donate 
to the same organization they volunteer for. What’s the 
takeaway? If you want to grow your donor base invest in 
involving more people.

More Americans find it easier to give money than time. Ac-
cording to a poll conducted by the international Charities 
Aid Foundation, sixty-five percent of Americans said they 
donated money to charity in 2011, while only 43 percent 
volunteered their time.

		 Low Wage earners give generously
A Center on Philanthropy study found that low wage earners step up to the charity plate 
big time.  Households with incomes below $20,000 gave a higher percentage of their earn-
ings to charity than any other income group. The lesson: don’t rule out people with low 
incomes as major donors, especially if you work on issues that tap into their self-interest.

THREE TYPES OF MAJOR DONOR STRATEGIES
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must not take the place of doing. Erik Daubert describes that 
approach to fundraising as “ready, ready, aim, aim, aim and fail 
to fire.”

If you are about to set out on a new major donor program, or 
you want to improve a program that already exists, you need 
a plan that includes the three strategies previously discussed: 
prospecting, renewing and upgrading.

ESTABLISH A GIFT RANGE 
CHART FOR PROSPECTS
Once you’ve got your basic major donor plan in place, you 
need to pencil out a gift range chart for prospects. In other 
words, how many prospects do you need in each category to 
achieve your goals?

A CASE STATEMENT—DON’T 
LEAVE HOME WITHOUT IT
Now that you’ve analyzed your donor base, formulated your 
plan, and established a gift range chart for prospects, you need 
a case statement. A case statement is an internal document that:

1.	 explains why your organization exists,
2.	 articulates your goals and objectives, and how you 

will accomplish them,
3.	 summarizes your history and track record, and
4.	 describes your capacity to deliver what you 

promise.
The case statement contains the basic information that anyone 
needs to know to prepare for and solicit a major donor, and 
ensures everyone is on the same page. It is a living document 
that changes over time as the organization grows and matures, 
and it is essential for major donor outreach (not to mention all 
fundraising efforts).

If volunteers participate in writing the case statement they will 
remember it better and be more likely to use it during donor 
solicitation.

ANALYZE YOUR DONOR BASE
To formulate a plan that is realistic and achievable, but also 
challenging, you need to analyze and evaluate your current 
donor base and organizational capacity. Questions to consider 
here include:

1.	 How many members do you have, and what is 
their renewal rate?

2.	 How many major donors do you currently have 
giving at what levels, and what is their renewal 
rate?

3.	 Has the number of members and major donors to 
your group grown, decreased or stayed the same 
in the last five years?

4.	 What are your group’s strengths and weaknesses 
in working with major donors?

5.	 How much organizational capacity does your 
group have to implement a major donor program? 
Major donor fundraising takes the time and 
commitment of many people. You need all hands 
on deck.

Remember, your major donor plan is one part of a multi-
faceted internal fundraising plan that also includes basic 
memberships, special events, workplace giving, etc.

FORMULATE A PLAN
Veteran fundraiser Gary Delgado says there are four steps 
to successful fundraising: plan, plan, plan and work. There 
is no question that successful fundraising depends on good 
planning, and one hour of planning can save three hours of 
work. But the final and most important truth is that planning 

Simplified Example of 
a Major Donor Plan

A. Renewals      
	 $250 x 50 donors	 $12,500
	 $500 x 15 donors	 $ 7,500
	 $1,000 x 5 donors	 $ 5,000
	 Sub-total renewals	 $25,000
B. Upgrades
	 $250 x 20 donors	 $ 5,000 
	 $500 x 5 donors	  $ 2,500
	 $1,000 x 2 donors	 $ 2,000
	 Sub-total upgrades	 $ 9,500
C. Prospects
	 $250 x 10 donors	 $ 2,500
	 $500 x 5 donors	 $ 2,500
	 $1,000 x 4 donors	 $ 4,000
	 Sub-total prospects	 $ 9,000
	 Total income	 $43,500

Gift Range Chart for 
Prospects

Gift 
Amount

No. of 
Gifts 

Needed

Prospect/
Donor 
Ratio

No. of 
Prospects
Needed

$250 10 3:1 30

$500 5 4:1 20

$1,000 4 4:1 16

Total 19 66

*Based on Major Gift Campaigns: The Basics, by Kim Klein



More how to 
guides:
WORC has produced a series 
of How To’s, practical guides 
to assist members, staff, leaders 
and citizens to build strong 
organizations and win their issues.
 
Topics are listed on our website – 
www.worc.org. These publications 
can be downloaded from the 
website as PDFs or ordered for $2 
each. Contact WORC regarding 
bulk orders or about training 
sessions on topics in this series.

WORC Billings Office
220 South 27th Street, Suite B	
Billings, MT 59101	
(406)252-9672
billings@worc.org
www.worc.org

WORC Washington, D.C. Office
110 Maryland Ave., NE, #306		
Washington, DC 20002
(202)547-7040	
dc@worc.org

WORC Montrose, CO Office
60584 Horizon Road	
Montrose, CO 81403
(970)323-6849		
montrose@worc.org

WORC is a network of grassroots organizations 
from seven states that include 10,000 members 
and 38 local community groups. WORC helps 
its members succeed by providing training and 
by coordinating regional issue campaigns.

© 2012 Western Organization of Resource Councils

WORC Member Groups: 
Dakota Resource Council
Dakota Rural Action
Idaho Rural Council
Northern Plains Resource Council
Oregon Rural Action
Powder River Basin Resource Council
Western Colorado Congress

For More 
Training:
WORC hosts a variety of training 
sessions each year for its members, 
staff and allies. 

For more information about WORC’s 
training opportunities, including the 
nationally-recognized 
Principles of Community 
Organizing, please visit www.worc.
org or contact WORC. 

		  You can’t save time 
“It is clear to me from years of working with nonprofit 
organizations that you cannot save time.  You can put 
time in on the front end, planning, thinking things through 
and doing things right, or you can ‘save time’ on the front 
end and put it in at the back end, clearing up the mess, 
handling disgruntled donors, and having to do more 
fundraising because what you have done did not raise the 
money you need.”

      —Kim Klein, Fundraising for Social Change

Gift Pyramid
Gifts Needed Gifts Achieved

1    $25,000

5    $10,000

8    $5,000

10    $2,500

20   $1,000

40    $500

80    $250

$0    0

$40,000    4

$45,000    9

$30,000    12

$18,000    18

$21,000    42

$17,500    70
Total: $171,500Total: $200,000

Another tool for planning a major gifts program is a gift pyramid.  It can be used to 
visually depict your current donor base and identify gaps that need to be filled, as 
well as determine how many prospects you need to meet your goals for each gift 
range.

DONOR 
MANAGEMENT—
Having THE right 
SYSTEM
Having the right system in place to manage 
your major donor program and lots of disparate 
information makes all the difference in the world. 
If you still keep track of donors with index 
cards or napkins, or you have a data base that 
doesn’t do what you need it to do, or you lack 
accountability mechanisms for staff and leaders,  
you are in trouble.

For a major donor program to succeed, you need 
a fully integrated system that includes:

•	 An overall plan and case statement,
•	 A cooperative team effort among staff 

and leaders,
•	 Clearly defined roles and responsibilities,
•	 A commitment to asking people for 

money in person,
•	 A culture and practice of accountability,
•	 Good communication mechanisms,
•	 Commonly understood budgets for specific 

campaigns and the entire organization that are 
available for reference and donor solicitation,

•	 A commitment to provide quality training, support 
and practice time for volunteers and staff, and

•	 A record keeping system (normally a database for 
larger groups) that allows you to be more organized, 
efficient and focused.

An integrated system of this kind means better marketing, 
better donor relations, better donor solicitation, and better 
fundraising. What’s not to like about that?


