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Welcome to the exciting and challenging realm of major gifts cultivation – a unique 
and important aspect of development coordination for any organization. Knowing, 
understanding and evaluating the process of major gifts giving is both an art and a 
science of good business and good relationships. Once you understand the basics 
of this arena, a whole new world of possibilities will open for your organization in the 
realization of its mission and growth potential.

Purpose
This manual provides a hands-on program for establishing, organizing, managing, 
and evaluating a comprehensive major gifts program. It also provides clear direction 
on the interaction and placement of major gifts within the content of an organization’s 
overall development program including planned giving, capital campaigns, annual 
funds, marketing and direct mail. Major gifts are only one component to a well-round-
ed development program and organizations are encouraged to have a balanced 
development plan for fundraising at all giving levels.

Using the Manual
For optimal productivity any manager, volunteer, or employee is well advised to first 
read through the entire manual.  This strategy provides an overall understanding of 
Major Gifts (MG) fundraising and its interactions with all other programs and func-
tions, and the optimal role of each staff and volunteer within the context of the larger 
picture.

Audience
This manual is intended for the executive director, development director, and the MG 
director, the cultivator whether new or veteran.  Most MG cultivators know that they 
do not know all that they should nor practice it well all the time.  The greatest writers, 
musicians, teachers, thinkers, sports figures are always working on and revitalizing 
their basics – MG officers should be doing the same. 

Introduction
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What distinguishes MG in the fundraising world?

1. No other level of fundraising requires such thorough and advance preparation, 
   patience, follow through, prolonged cultivation and close management.

2. No other level of fundraising (other than perhaps “planned giving”) can have 
   such a major impact (positive or negative) on the organization’s future and 
   financial wellbeing.

3. No other level of fundraising involves the coordinated team efforts of so many 
    people – fundraising staff, the nonprofit’s top management, other professional 
    advisors, family members, colleagues and friends, etc.

Who is the MG prospect?

The MG donor is a donor whose gift, after proper cultivation and solicitation, 
will have a significant impact on your organization’s mission and programs.  For 
example, if the annual operating budget is $30 million, and if 90 percent of that 
budget is generated by charitable contributions then any donor capable of giving 
one-quarter percent of that annual budget ($75,000 in this case) would be a major 
donor.  In fact, in this example, 400 donors giving at $75,000 would cover the entire 
operating budget. 

 
Three characteristics of a MG donor:

1.	 Integration. Has or could have interest in providing prolonged significant support.
MG donors must be susceptible and open to “integration” and accessible to your 
organization.  
 a.   Do they share the interest and mission of your organization?  
 b.    Are they open to learning and becoming more familiar with your mission,  
            vision and future projects?  

2.	 Wealth.  Has sufficient means to make gifts at the level the organization requires.
 a.   Does the potential donor have the wealth to be a MG donor, or just the    
       capacity to be a significant or generous donor at a lower level? 
 

3.	 Generosity. Has exhibited generosity at a high level when informed and 
motivated.

 a.    Have they given significantly to other organizations?
 b.    Have they given more than once at the MG level?

The Science of the Major Gifts Function
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What is a MG?

MG are donations that are sufficient in size, in complexity, and impact on the 
organization so as to merit special attention by the best fundraisers and organization’s 
top management.  The gift is generally best achieved by face-to-face cultivation and 
solicitation.  They are not likely to be gained by mail or a phone call.

How/where do you find your MG donors and prospects?

• Through board members
• Through participants in key projects or programs
• Through long term regular annual donors
• Through key Church leaders
• Through leaders in organizations with similar mission/focus
• Through referrals from current major donors and supporters , including one-on-one 

meetings and small group gatherings at homes
• Searching databases which have donors of similar giving characteristics as your 

current major donors

Most MG donors start at 1 to 10 percent of their single gift capacity.

That’s right. The donor giving you $1,000 to start is often only giving 1 to 10 percent 
of his capacity (when fully matured and integrated) for any one year.  In effect, the 
average $1,000 giver can readily give $10,000 a year or more in time.  Many wealthy 
donors report that they expect to be matured and developed over time and that they 
start with lower gifts in order to test the organization’s stewardship, staying power and 
professionalism.

You must determine where you suspect the giver is entering the traditional giving 
pyramid and if they have the capacity to move up the pyramid to a high giving tier over 
time, with proper cultivation.

Science of Major Gifts cont’d....
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Impact of MG.

These gifts are generally the largest donations the organization receives.  Their impact 
on the overall operation is significant often accounting for an organizations ability to 
grow and pursue large capital projects. They are also the gifts most likely to be used as 
leverage to attract similar gifts.

MG should never diminish or replace the need or purpose of regular entry-level giving, 
such as annual funds, pledge appeals, and direct mail. Entry level giving, if properly 
strategized and executed, should ultimately cover annual operating expenses, reserving 
MG for expansion, renewal and capital projects.

Investment in ROI (Return on Investment) in MG.

Over time - five years and more - no other level of fundraising, with the exception of 
planned giving, will provide a greater return on net income or per $1.  MG cultivation 
requires careful investment but the return over time, provided there are sufficient 
MG prospects for cultivation, far outstrips any other return in any other investment in 
fundraising.  

This simple example can illustrate the point.  If you spend $100,000 on MG consulting 
and guidance, which can bring you $150,000 or $200,000 a year in new revenues, 
why not invest in this service?  It is a simple matter of the opportunity cost of money – 
stewardship.  After deducting the cost, you now have a net of $50,000 to $100,000 for 
mission.  The only thing to ask is whether the $100,000 could bring the organization a 
greater return, in a similar timeframe, with a similar risk.

Science of Major Gifts cont’d....
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-Notes-
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What is donor cultivation? 

Cultivation is simply that art and practice of conversation and interactions that binds 
the two parties closer together in shared interests, shared vision and shared hopes and 
dreams. But the donor can only go as fast as the cultivator matures him and brings him 
along. Again how does he do that? By the cultivator’s carefully planned interactions with 
questions, moves, and strategies in advance.  

The goal in cultivation is always to mature the relationship, learn more, impart 
knowledge, grow closer to the donor, and as appropriate, ask for gifts tied to specific 
projects and outcomes.

The largest gifts will result when the donor sees the organization - its mission, its 
people, its projects, and its results/outcomes - as a principal instrument for bringing 
hope to our culture. This demands that the cultivator: 

The Art of Donor Cultivation

• Plan a strategy for each donor
• Ask questions and draw out information
• Serve the donor 
• Routinely infuse the donor with information 
• When appropriate, make a specific ask for money for a specific project  

Develop a “pipeline” and keep it full. 

The pipeline is a management tool enabling the MG officer to keep track of, and 
cultivate their best donors and prospects.  It should be fluid with people moving up, out 
or in on a regular basis.  The pipeline should always be full, with new prospects entering 
at all times.

The pipeline can be as simple as a database list, with potential donors ranked according 
to the principles of Integration, Wealth and Generosity. The list should be constantly 
updated with new and relevant information on each donor and progress made in the 
relationship cultivation. 

MG require a longer maturation time.

Unlike direct mail, grants, or annual fund drives, MG donors often require more time and 
investment upfront in sharing information, getting to know the donor, making the case 
for the project, etc.   The time lag between an initial contact and being able to ask for the 
first gift (without damaging the organization) can be anywhere from a few months to a 
year.
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MG require more intense and careful cultivation preparation

There must be a smart, careful preparation required for each major gift donor and 
move, so as not to bring harm to the organization.  There are many ways to damage the 
organization when seeking a major gift.  Following is a list of examples:

Lack of advance cultivation/preparation      Results on MG donor perception
Ask was premature, donor was not ready      Lost or turned off
Asked too little          Lost money and time
Asked too much          Offended and turned off
Failed to adequately explain mission       Organization viewed as disorganized
Uncoordinated asking         Lack of due diligence-taken for granted
Asking too often                                                   Organization seen as lazy, greedy, ungrateful   

Art of Cultivation cont’d....
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Have a plan for each soul and for each donor.

“Moves” - the taking of a donor from one level of cultivation to the next - are 
meaningless if there is no specific and concrete plan for each donor, especially among 
an organization’s top 20 donor prospects.  The plan takes into account where an 
organization hopes to lead a particular donor in the next year, and in years to come.  
Moves are designed to fit the overall plan for a specific donor and will vary from prospect 
to prospect.

Coordinated “touches” to bring about a “move.”

The coordinated manner in which donors are communicated with and cultivated to bring 
about a “move” is called a “touch.” These fundamental strategies represent the tactics 
used to achieve the next “move” from the donor. These are cultivation avenues available 
to the organization. How and when they will be used will vary according to the donor’s 
integration level and comfort. The more personal, intimate and prolonged the encounter 
the more likely the relationship will mature. Examples of “touches” include:

• Visits by (and to) top leaders of the organization 

• Invitations to visit the organization’s central office (i.e. radio station, production facility, 
management hub, etc.) 

• Inclusion in annual organization retreats, and other means of spiritual growth 

• Sharing of testimonials – by listeners, volunteers, staff, other donors, etc who are 
strongly tied to the mission of the organization, or who have had their life changed by 
their involvement 

• Invitations to one-on-one meetings, networking parties and small groups 

• Calls on birthdays, anniversaries 

• Access to materials describing the mission and projects – brochures, talking points, 
prospectuses, annual reports, quarterly newsletter on newest developments, results 
and uses of funds, and access to materials designed to present a specific project 
(building campaign, growth of staff, etc.). Materials can be tailored to the needs and 
interests of particular donors.

Have a plan for each “touch:” time and date of next encounter; what specifically you want 
to know from the donor; what you as the cultivator want to impart; and what request you 
have for them.   

Art of Cultivation cont’d....
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Art of Cultivation cont’d....

What causes donors to make the largest gifts more frequently? 

• A combination of the following (all of which are in the cultivator’s control):
• How well the donor is treated overall 
• Cultivator’s personality and attitude – informed, interested, upbeat, confident
• Cultivator’s ability to convey passion and commitment
• Donor’s knowledge of the organization – its history, mission, scope of programs, etc.
• Cultivator’s knowledge of the donor’s interest, means and concerns
• Clear, concise authentic responses to donor questions
• Specific projects with results that grab the heart, the mind and ultimately the 

checkbook
• Cultivator being specific with goals and expectations in every single donor encounter

Being donor centered.

Major donors expect to be treated well by the organization.  After all, they are a valued 
investor and stakeholder.  They were hard to get to begin with and these kind of donors do 
not grow on trees. Losing them does not just mean a lost gift but can also translate in to “ill 
will” and bad publicity for the organization.  Major donors talk to each other far more than 
nonprofits realized.

Being donor centered means that the organization places the care of the donor at the 
center of all efforts, showing the donor how valued and needed each one is to the mission. 
Examples include donors:

• Given regular professional and thorough updates on mission, focus and plans
• Informed as to how funds will be used and expected impacts
• Regularly informed on results and project/organization progress
• Thanked frequently and appropriately 
• Called upon by professionals and leaders who respect and understand them
• Given opportunities for involvement with the organization beyond money
• Given substantial and demonstrable reasons for participation when asked for larger 

gifts
• Treated with distinction and not besieged by multiple, uncoordinated requests from 

different parties in the organization

Prepare to hear “No.”

Prepare to hear “No!”, “Not interested!”, and “Not now!” Any basketball player hitting 60 
percent of his shots and any baseball player hitting .300 is likely a real all-star in the 
context of his profession. Well, major gift cultivators will get a “no” or “not now” at least 
60 to 70 percent of the time! That is commonplace. Focus daily on these important things 
that bring confidence and endurance. 
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-Notes-
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When you determine with your leadership that it is time to ask for a gift consider:

• Who should ask?   

• When should the ask be made?   

• Is the organization asking for a specific amount for a specific purpose? 

• Request an answer by a specific date. Otherwise, it is not a solicitation. 

• If the donor objects or hesitates are you prepared to ask if there are other questions 
you can address to help with their discernment? 

• It the donor says they will have to think about it, be prepared to say, “I understand. 
This need is important, so may I see you in a week for your answer?”

 
 
If the organization has a specific, clear and measurable plan for the top 20-30 
prospects, then the organization has a real pipeline and can make real progress, 
not wasting time.

The MG Check List ensures these one-on-one plans have the following presumptions 
and characteristics:

• The person has the wealth and generosity needed by the organization 

• There is a vision for this donor – where the organization wants the donor to be in six  
months, one year, two years, etc. 

• There is a plan for the donor’s gift giving – next and last gift 

• The organization has a plan for this donor’s “moves” with coordinated “touches”

The Strategy of the Close

Major Gift Check List
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1. How to Win Friends and Influence People, Dale Carnegie, 1937 
First published in 1937 with 5000 copies. Today it is the most quoted and referred to 
work in business and social relations.  Very practical advice on listening to people, 
winning friends, persuading people and creating winning scenarios in a Christian 
manner. 

2. Why the Wealthy Give: The Culture of Elite Philanthropy, Francie Ostrower, Princeton 
University Press, 1995 

3. Giving it All Away: The Art of Making and Giving Away Money, Lewis Cullman 
A very readable and practical treatise by a philanthropist who has given away over 
$250 million since 1999. 

4. The Artful Journey, Cultivating& Soliciting the Major Gift, William T. Sturtevant, 1997 
A practical hands-on system and approach for cultivating and managing major gift 
relationships. 

5. Selling the Invisible, A Field Guide to Modern Marketing, Harry Beckwith, 1997 
A guide for those who are selling or advocating causes that are not readily material or 
tangible to the prospect or donor. 

6. Achieving Excellence in Fundraising, Henry A. Rosso, Major Gifts Chapter, 1992 
Discusses research, solicitation strategies, deterrents to success, and has three solid 
case scenarios. 

7. The Seven Faces of Philanthropy, A New Approach to Cultivating Major Donors, 
Russ Alan Prince and Karen Maru File, 2002. Discusses seven major viewpoints and 
personalities most common to wealthy major donors. 

8. Relationship Fundraising -  A Donor-based Approach to the Business of Raising 
Money, Ken Burnett,2002 

9. Major Donors – Finding Big Gift Prospects in Your Database and Online, Hart, 
Greenfield, Ginac &Carnie, 2006

*credit	to	Michael	Gerrity,	ACFRE	for	content.

Further Tools for Improving  
Cultivation and Results
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1. Determine specific financial needs and identity specific giving opportunities for 
potential donors. 
 
 
 

2. Create a simple development presentation that serves as information about 
organization, as well as information on mission, vision, expansion and growth, and 
giving opportunities. 
 
 
 

3. Determine development point of contact from your organization. 
 
 
 

4. Board and staff need to develop initial “Pipeline” list of 20 significant potential 
donors. Database should include Name, Parish, Ministry Affiliation, Point of Contact, 
Contact Information (phone number, etc), Status  
 
 
 

5. Discuss the names on the list, evaluating them according to Wealth, Integration, and 
Generosity. 
 
 
 

6. Evaluate the names and decide who is the best point of contact, and what is the 
best point of entry for each contact. 
 
 
 

7. Create a time line for initial outreach and follow up tactics.

Major Gifts Process: Getting Started




