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Building your Major Donor List 

 
Who’s on the List? 

Key attributes: 
 
ABILITY: Evidence that a person has the ability to make the size of gift you want.  
 

• If you’re starting seeking gifts of $1,000 and above, that means anybody you know who’s 
give $150 as a casual gift to something (via email or otherwise).   The universe of $1,000 
donors starts with the middle class who’re giving out of their annual income, not the rich 
who’re giving out of their assets. 

 
BELIEF: Evidence that a person believes in your cause or would if they knew about the cause. 
 

• This would be a general belief in your mission.  

• Or it could be a more specific desire to help you achieve one of the outcomes your 
organization is pursuing.    

 
CONTACT: Evidence that a person has some relationship with the organization or somebody 
involved in the organization, so you can establish contact with them.   This can be: 
 

• They’ve made a previous donation 

• The person initiating the “ask” meeting should be someone with whom they are 
acquainted. 

• The person initiating the ask should be able to cite somebody with whom they are 
acquainted as suggesting the meeting.      

 
Without a contact, people with Ability and Belief are just Suspects, not Prospects 
 
Building the Prospect List – 10 circles 

 

List 1: Past board members who left on good terms. 
 
List 2: Largest past donors: 

• Anyone who’s given half of your major donor level or above goes to the head of the line. 

• Anybody who’s given one quarter of the major donor level through an impersonal mailer.   
 
List 3:  Volunteers who meet the Ability threshold   
 
List 4:  People your board members know who share your organization’s values 
 
List 5:  People you’ve helped 
 
List 6:  People you’re currently trying to help  
 
List 7: People who believe in a staff member from connections unrelated to your organization 
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List 8:  People your other major donors know who share your organization’s values 
 
List 9:  Major donors to similar cause-related organizations. 
 
List 10:  People you meet attending fundraisers of like-minded organizations.    
 

Drilling into Your Personal List: Who’s a Contact? 

 

Bottom line: an acquaintance.  Somebody who would know who you are if you ran into each 
other at a party (even if you didn’t recognize them and needed to be reminded of their name). 
 

Your Rolodex: old fashioned, your email address book, your Facebook or LinkedIn connections, 
etc. 
 
Do you attend any religious institution? 
 Do you socialize with others from the institution? 
 Are you involved in it beyond attending services? 
 
Are you in any clubs or organized activities? 
 What is it? 
 Who’s in it? 
 
Who do you hang out with socially? 
 Social networks 
 Outdoor activities 
 Watching/playing sports 
 Games 
 Book Clubs 
 
What’s Your Professional background prior to your current role? 
 Do you have co-workers from previous jobs who believed in you?   
 Were you part of a professional association? 
 Who are your past employers?   
  For each, what’s your relationship like with the employer? 

For each, list the 5-10 people with whom you most closely worked?  What are 
they doing now/where are they? 
 

Do you have any friends or colleagues from your higher education?   
 Social Clubs 
 Fraternities 
 Honor Societies 
 Extra-Curricular Activities 
 


