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What We’ll Cover

• What is a Major Gift?

• Why Focus on a Major Gifts Program?

• Preparing Yourself & Your Organization – Are You Ready?

• Major Donor Lifecycle with Small Shop Focus

• The Beginning - Stewarding Donors to the Next Gift

• Timeline to Major Gifts Program



What is a Major Gift?

• A large, impactful donation from an individual

• Fewer donors, but deeper relationships

• Amounts vary -- $500 or $1000 to start; some 

organizations start at $100,000

• Solicited in-person (relationship-based)

• Sometimes they are given as non-cash assets

• Outside of a campaign

• Less about overhead, more about growth



Temperature Check

• Most nonprofit organizations make a robust major 

gifts program an annual goal

• Small nonprofit leaders and fundraisers feel 

overwhelmed and don’t know where to start

• Consistency and focus will overcome issues of 

complexity.



Preparing Your Organization – The Why 

• Advancement leaders must champion the focus 
on major gifts
– Fewer donors, higher gift size across the NPO sector

– 5% increase in major donors over $1K; donors below 
$1K are dropping

• High Return on Investment (ROI)
– Low ROI efforts – fundraising events, expensive 

direct mail campaigns 

• Opportunity Cost – the “cost of missing out” or 
the hidden cost of making a choice.

• Major gifts = Growth Opportunity



Preparing Yourself

• Know your organization 

• Have in place organizational allies, ED, program staff, 
board

• Arm yourself with several impactful success stories

• Working knowledge of your CRM, if you have one

• Hone your skills with AFP, CAP, Planned Giving Council

• Practice your conversational skills

• Gift Acceptance Policy



Major Donor Lifecycle

There are no shortcuts in a butterfly’s lifecycle 

– nor in a donor’s journey.



Major Donor Lifecycle

Image from Kindsight: Kindsight.io



Major Donor Lifecycle – Moves Management

• Major gift relationships are cyclic and are built 

over time

• The cycle takes about 12 – 18 months 

• Highly personalized based on an individual 

donor’s interests

• Organizations and charitable donors thrive when 

relationships are created, cultivated, and grown



Major Donor Lifecycle 
Stage 1 -- Identification

• In the identification stage, the goal is to create an 

initial list of prospective major gift donors. 

– Make a list of 50ish donors

• Organize a Major Gifts Team

– Get a handful of trusted, engaged colleagues – board, 

staff, executive director

– Agree to meet monthly (helps with accountability)

• Recently lapsed and new donors are ideal, too



Identifying Major Giving Prospects
Stage 1 -- Identification

• Start with your current donors

• Who already loves our work?

• Loyal donors who show consistent 

engagement

• Donors with deep mission alignment

• Volunteers, former board members, 

and advocates

• Individuals without heirs—strong 

statistical predictor



Major Donor Lifecycle 
Stage 1 -- Identification

Small Shop Pitfalls

• Long Prospect List 

– Demoralizing & overwhelming

– Board/leaders will see opportunities

– Break off a manageable portfolio – no more than 30-40

– Pipeline creation

• No current donors

– Start with the board

– Who do you know?

• Bad Contact Info

– Get help from admins and volunteers



Major Donor Lifecycle 
Stage 2 -- Qualification

• Measure the two primary qualifications:
– Capacity 

• Does the prospect have giving ability?

• Smart prospecting requires that you look for indicators of wealth.

– Affinity 
• Are they interested in our mission?

• Do they give to similar organizations?

• Use your CRM and tools for prospect research

– Ratings system built into CRM or Wealth Screening tool

– Need a rating system? Try this one:

• 3 = High

• 2 = Average

• 1 = Low



Major Donor Lifecycle 
Stage 2 -- Qualification

Major Gifts Team

• Top of the list = High Capacity, High Affinity

• Conversational download of information about prospects

• Capture what your Team already knows in your CRM 

• Know what the cadence and the disqualifiers will be

• Timing 

– Is this the correct time to focus on the relationship?



Major Donor Lifecycle 
Stage 2 -- Qualification

Small Shop Pitfalls

• No CRM or tools are hurdles but not deal breakers.

– MG Team becomes more important

– Use the internet

– Create a spreadsheet to keep the data

– Keep questionable prospects on the list, but focus on 

those who are clearly qualified

• Some  prospects will not engage



Major Donor Lifecycle
Stage 3 -- Cultivation

Cultivation Stage Philosophy

• The Cultivation Stage is where philanthropic magic is 

created.

• Cultivation is the act of building a deep donor 

relationship. 

• Trust is built. 

• The goal is not to chase down a gift.

• The goal of every interaction is to build relationships 

that are mutually satisfying,

• Longest phase of the lifecycle

• The best development and advancement officers are 

experts at Cultivation (& its post-gift equivalent, 
Stewardship), not Solicitation



Time for Cultivation Action
Stage 3 -- Cultivation

• Commit yourself to spending time

– TIME BLOCK

– Block off one hour, twice a week 

for Major Gifts work

• Small Shops 

– Goal = Two appointments a month

• Major Gift Officers 

– Goal = 2 appointments a week 

minimum, and one must be a 

prospect

“Something that can be done at 

any time is often done at no 

time. Do it now or decide when 

you will do it.”

            -- Gretchen Rubin

                Author of The Happiness Project



Major Donor Lifecycle
Stage 3 -- Cultivation

Cultivation Stage Steps

• Take a breath and email or dial the phone 

– Do it despite how you feel 

– Your mission and the people you serve need you

– Find your people – they are out there!

• Create a draft of a cultivation plan

– Online examples at Freewill.com, Kindsight.io

– First meetings – get to know each other
• Find out everything you can. What interests them? 

• After the first meeting, refine your plan

– Calendarize – put the next steps on the time-blocked 

appointments



Major Donor Lifecycle
Stage 3 -- Cultivation

Cultivation Stage Steps

• Check in regularly 

• Tailor all your communications to their interests

• Personalized meetings – but bring a partner, if needed

– Share yourself & be a little vulnerable

– Share insights into the work – and show the work

– Start to talk about where the program is heading

• Decide when the prospect is ready for solicitation

– They are picking up your calls and responding to emails

– Everyone is reasonably comfortable with each other

– You know what “moves” the donor



Major Donor Lifecycle 
Stage 3 -- Cultivation

Small Shop Pitfalls

• Don’t make the perfect the 

enemy of the good. 

– It’s okay to be unsure and not have 

all of this nailed down

– my first donor solicitation

• Executive Directors and program 

staff are very effective partners; 

have them participate



Major Donor Lifecycle
Stage 4 -- Solicitation

What do I ask for?

• Decide the amount & purpose prior to the Solicitation

• Gift amount should qualify as a major gift

• Ask for multiple years…ask for 3 years minimum, 5 years 
optimally

• Use what you know to make the right request
– Other major gifts they have made to other organizations

– Have the donor align with their interests.

• Practice
– Start with a thank you 

– Appreciation for their interest and understanding

– “As we address this need, we are turning to our closest partners for support. 
Could you make an investment/gift toward this effort of $1,000 a year starting 
this year and continuing for the next three years?”

– PAUSE



Major Donor Lifecycle 
Stage 4 -- Solicitation

Small Shop Pitfalls

• Choose a great environment for 

the solicitation

• Start with great conversation

• Trust your gut

• Please listen more than you are 

talking



Major Donor Lifecycle
Stage 5 -- Stewardship

Stewardship is the process of continuing and growing a 

donor relationship for ongoing mutual support once an 

initial gift is made. 

• Consistency > complexity: handwritten 

notes, calls

• Creativity matters: art, pet treats, seasonal 

touches

• Community-building events

• Honor anonymity preferences; clarify 

recognition options



Major Donor Lifecycle 
Stage 5 – Stewardship

Small Shop Pitfalls

• Delaying thank you

• No contact

• Only talking to the donor when it 

is time to renew the gift



Timeline

A realistic 90-day launch plan

• Month 1
– Identify top 30–50 prospects

– Set giving threshold

– Draft simple donor notes + next steps

• Month 2
– Begin outreach (calls, emails, meeting requests)

– Make 2 – 4 appointments

– Start tracking touches

• Month 3
– Continue meetings

– Make your first 3–5 targeted asks

– Evaluate what’s working



Summary

A major gifts program is possible!

• Set realistic expectations

• Time block your calendar

• Create a major gifts team

• Get a manageable list together

• Enjoy meeting wonderful philanthropists

• Build your relationships consistently



Questions?

• You are welcome to reach out with questions and emails:  

mprzywara@delcf.org

• Connect with me on LinkedIn!

https://www.linkedin.com/in/maribeth-przywara-cap%C2%AE-cfre-2807305/


