
Prospect Research

Donors give because they want to make 
a difference by fi nancially supporting 
causes in which they believe. Effec-
tive prospect research identifi es those 
individuals who have philanthropic ten-
dencies, and the following fi ve easy 
identifi cation methods will help you fi nd 
potential supporters who can invest their 
gifts of time, talent and treasure in your 
organization.

 Prospect 
research can be done utilizing a wide 
range of resources, from wealth-screen-
ing technology to free online search 
engines like Google. Purchased software 
programs allow you to access detailed 
wealth information online about potential 
donors to help determine their charitable 
giving capacity based on public record 
assets and donations to other charities. 
Such programs pull public records and 
provide a report of an individual’s prop-
erty assets and their value, employment 
information and wealth indicators, such 
as retirement accounts and properties. 
Based on this information, the wealth 
search software approximates an indi-
vidual’s estimated wealth, major giving 
capacity and annual giving capacity. Then 
you can determine if the individual should 

be added to your donor prospect list. The 
downside is that the information does not 
tell the whole story about a prospect. All 
of the individual’s properties or interests 
may not be listed in his or her name, and 
the software may conclude that the indi-
vidual does not have a great capacity to 
give when in actuality he or she has sig-
nifi cant capacity.

If you are in a smaller development 
offi ce and do not have access to the more 
expensive research tools, the World Wide 
Web can provide you with considerable 
information. Search engines and social 
media sites (Facebook, LinkedIn, etc.) 
can provide information about individu-
als, including their employment or com-
pany information, charities they support, 
events they attend and business profi les.

 Often 
you can fi nd prospective donors at places 
you frequent, such as community events 
or charity fundraisers. Look to engage 
those donors who give to causes similar 
to yours. It is quite common for individu-
als to give to multiple nonprofi t organiza-
tions. Investigate nonprofi t annual reports 
and published donor giving lists to gain 
additional donor names and their giving 
levels.

Read the paper! The daily newspaper 
and other local publications hold valu-
able information between their pages. 
There are two potential donations to be 
gained: corporate and individual. Engage 
an intern to help sift through newspapers 
and utilize Dun & Bradstreet (

) and Hoovers (www.
), if you subscribe, to iden-

tify key local companies and corporations 
and their CEOs. The society columns 
of local publications do a wonderful job 
covering charity events and often identify 
individuals with photos, while connecting 
them to the charities they support. They 
may very well be interested in getting 
involved with your organization, too.

 Elicit board members, 
staff and key volunteers who have donor 
prospect information that cannot be 
found through technical means. Sit down 
one-on-one and ask them about which 
individuals should be added to the pros-
pect list.

the local community?

passionate about your cause?

organization’s past events as your 
guests?

Discovering the Right Prospects

sent for disclosure. While the law is aimed primarily at for-
profi t uses of personal information, most nonprofi ts adhere 
to the spirit of the law by offering clear opt-out choices as a 
way for people to decline further communications. Similarly, 
hospital patients can opt out of being contacted by the hos-
pital’s foundation; of those who do consent, only names and 
addresses, not phone numbers, are passed along to the foun-
dation. “Foundation and hospital databases are not linked, 
so the foundation does not know if any donors are, or have 
been, admitted into the hospital,” Church says. “I know this 

is a very foreign concept to fundraisers in the United States.” 
Church notes that U.S. prospect research companies looking 
to offer their services to Canadian nonprofi ts need to take 
these factors into consideration.

Many prospect researchers have come from the library 
fi eld, says Church, who has a Master of Library and Infor-
mation Science (MLIS) degree. “The natural curiosity of 
the librarian really fi ts the charitable sector well,” she says. 
“We’re problem solvers and we tend to look at the big pic-
ture.” Besides, librarians and prospect researchers already 
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Prospect Research

organization and has the fi nancial 
capability to make a donation?

get more involved?

current annual donation, if asked 
to do so?

During the meeting, show board 
members a list of prospective donors you 
have gathered and ask them to identify 
individuals on the list who have fi nancial 
philanthropic capability. Ask them if they 
know any individuals and if they can pro-
vide any background information about 
them. This allows you to gather personal 
information, such as a spouse’s name, 
number of children, whether these chil-
dren are in college, what charities they 
like to support, the new house they just 
bought or the wonderful vacation they 
just took to Europe.

Once you work through the list of pro-
spective donors, ask who else should be 
included on the list. Often you receive 
additional names that did not come from 
your initial research that can signifi cantly 
grow the size of your donor prospect 
list. Track relationships with your board 
members in your database, and all other 
information learned, so you can follow up 
with your board members later.

 An effec-
tive way to identify potential donors is to 

introduce new individuals to your orga-
nization in a comfortable setting. Elicit 
your board members and current donors 
to host their friends and colleagues at 
small informal receptions in their homes. 
At such gatherings there should be a 
short presentation about your organiza-
tion, along with a compelling testimonial 
from an individual who has been positively 
changed through the programs. This is a 
low-pressure way to expose a group of 
local people to your organization and to 
determine whether these individuals have 
an interest. Facility tours are another 
great way for board members to engage 
their friends by allowing them to see your 
organization’s programs and recipients 
fi rsthand. If you are able pique the inter-
est of new individuals, add them to your 
prospect donor list so you can continue to 
engage them in the future.

 Once you 
have gathered a qualifi ed list of prospec-
tive donors, you want to rate the potential 
donor’s capacity. The capacity rating is 
a combination of a fi nancial rating indi-
cated with numbers and a relationship 
rating indicated by letters. For example, 
a fi nancial rating of “1” may indicate that 
the donor can make a donation between 
$500,000 and $1 million, while a rating 
of “5” may indicate a gift under $10,000. 
At the same time, a relationship rating of 

“A” may indicate that the prospect donor 
is very close to the organization—a cur-
rent donor, board member, key volunteer, 
etc.—while a rating of “E” may indicate 
that the prospect has little or no knowl-
edge of your organization.

The third way you may want to rate 
your prospect donors is by how ready they 
are to make a donation. Group together 
those who may be ready to give a dona-
tion in the next six months, those who 
may be ready to make a gift in the next 
seven months to a year and those who 
may be ready to make a gift more than a 
year from now. A rule of thumb is that you 
will need three donor prospects for each 
gift that comes to fruition, so make sure 
you have a long list of potential donors to 
ensure success.

Effective donor prospect identifi cation 
is about engaging all of your resources—
technological and human—in order to 
fi nd a large enough pool of supporters for 
your organization. With diligence, you will 
successfully discover the right prospects 
in your community who will enable you to 
achieve your organization’s fundraising 
goals.

Renee Herrell, M.A., CFRE, is a consultant 
with RCH Consulting in San Diego, Calif. 
(www.reneeherrell.com).

use many of the same tools for their respective jobs.
Currently, two of Canada’s MLIS programs offer prospect 

research classes, and Church teaches one at the University 
of Western Ontario. She notes that the quality of prospect 
researchers coming out of these programs is high, and non-
profi ts are reporting success with students hired right from 
the program. Furthermore, library schools tend to have a 
high proportion of mature students who bring valuable real-
world experience with them. “The students give as much to 
me as I give to them,” Church says, noting that students often 

suggest new research tools that she had not heard about. “It’s 
amazing what they come up with.”

Higher Pressure for Higher Education
In an increasingly competitive giving climate, it is not enough 
for skilled researchers to provide information about just the 
wealthiest prospects. “The things we know about the people 
who will take a meeting with us are probably not true for 
the majority of our constituents,” says Shelby Radcliffe, 
executive director of campaign administration at Bucknell 
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