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Abstract 

Thorough donor research and accurate identification are critical foundations for major donor 
cultivation. Non-profit organizations must move beyond generic fundraising strategies 
toward systematic methods that leverage data, technology, and contextual knowledge to 
identify high-potential donors and build meaningful relationships. This article explores the 
processes of goal-setting, data collection, segmentation, and prioritization in donor research, 
with attention to the practical challenges of implementation in resource-constrained 
environments. Drawing on both global practice and illustrative examples, such as Save the 
Children’s use of advanced analytics and UNICEF’s segmentation strategies, the discussion 
highlights how donor profiling tools—including WealthEngine, DonorSearch, and iWave—
enable non-profits to assess capacity, philanthropic history, and personal motivations. The 
article also emphasizes the importance of incorporating social media and public records into 
comprehensive donor profiles that align engagement strategies with donor interests. While 
advanced donor research remains unevenly accessible across global contexts, this study 
underscores that even in low-resource environments, leveraging networks, storytelling, and 
basic profiling can substantially strengthen donor engagement. The findings demonstrate 
that systematic donor research not only increases the likelihood of securing significant gifts 
but also builds organizational credibility, deepens donor trust, and enhances long-term 
sustainability. 
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1. Introduction 

Non-profit organizations increasingly rely on evidence-based approaches to fundraising, 
where data and analysis replace intuition as the foundation of strategy. Within this context, 
donor research and identification represent crucial steps in cultivating major donors. These 
processes enable organizations to move from broad fundraising appeals to targeted 
engagement strategies based on a donor’s capacity, interests, and philanthropic behavior. 

The complexity of donor engagement requires more than simply identifying wealthy 
individuals. Organizations must understand why donors give, what causes they prioritize, 
and how to build relationships that resonate with both personal values and institutional 
missions. This article examines key processes and tools for donor research, identifies 
challenges faced by non-profits—especially in emerging economies—and highlights best 
practices and case studies that illustrate effective approaches. 

2. Context and Background 

Philanthropy research emphasizes the role of data in enhancing donor engagement. 
Systematic donor identification and profiling allow non-profits to allocate limited resources 
effectively, focusing cultivation efforts on prospects with the highest potential (Sargeant & 
Jay, 2014). In recent years, technological innovations and the availability of donor databases 
have transformed the field, creating opportunities for precision fundraising (Tempel et al., 
2016). 

However, access to advanced tools is unevenly distributed. Non-profits in low-resource 
environments may lack subscriptions to commercial platforms or the analytical expertise to 
interpret data. Despite these constraints, even basic donor research—drawing on public 
records, community networks, and social media—can provide valuable insights. 

3. Core Dimensions of Donor Research 

3.1 Defining Goals 

Establishing clear research objectives is the first step. Organizations must determine 
whether they are seeking to identify new major donors, deepen understanding of existing 
donors, or diversify their funding base. 
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3.2 Data Collection 

Information can be drawn from specialized donor databases (e.g., WealthEngine, 
DonorSearch, iWave), public records (property registries, business ownership filings), and 
social media platforms (LinkedIn for professional background, Twitter or Instagram for 
personal interests). Each source provides distinct insights into wealth capacity, philanthropic 
history, and personal motivations. 

3.3 Segmentation and Prioritization 

Categorizing donors by giving capacity, philanthropic interests, and engagement history 
enables targeted strategies. Segmentation also facilitates prioritization—focusing efforts on 
prospects most likely to contribute significantly and sustainably. 

3.4 Donor Profiles 

Comprehensive donor profiles consolidate demographic data, wealth indicators, 
philanthropic behavior, and personal interests. Profiles humanize data, allowing 
organizations to design personalized engagement strategies. 

4. Case Studies and Practical Applications 

• Save the Children employed advanced data analytics to identify high-potential 
donors, resulting in a 20% increase in significant gifts within one year (Save the 
Children, 2020). 

• UNICEF segmented donors by giving history and personal interests, enabling more 
tailored engagement strategies and a marked increase in major donations (UNICEF, 
2021). 

• Practical Profiles: Hypothetical donor profiles, such as a corporate CEO with prior 
contributions to health and education, or an investment executive passionate about 
wildlife conservation, demonstrate how profiling links donor interests with 
organizational initiatives. 

These cases illustrate that data-driven donor research enhances effectiveness, while donor 
profiling personalizes cultivation and strengthens relationships. 
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5. Discussion 

The promise of donor research lies in its capacity to integrate quantitative and qualitative 
insights, allowing non-profits to balance efficiency with authenticity. Yet challenges persist. 
Non-profits in resource-limited contexts may lack access to advanced platforms or 
analytical expertise. Furthermore, overemphasis on wealth indicators risks reducing donors 
to financial capacities, neglecting the importance of shared values and personal connection. 

To mitigate these risks, organizations should adopt a balanced approach: use technology 
where possible, but also rely on community networks, storytelling, and transparent reporting 
to build trust. Donor research must be embedded within a donor-centric culture that 
emphasizes long-term relationships rather than transactional fundraising. 

6. Conclusion 

Donor research and identification are not ancillary tasks but central pillars of major donor 
cultivation. By defining goals, collecting and analyzing data, segmenting and prioritizing 
prospects, and developing comprehensive profiles, non-profits can tailor strategies to donor 
motivations and enhance their capacity to secure transformative gifts. 

For academics, donor research highlights the intersection of data analytics, relationship 
management, and organizational strategy. For practitioners, it provides actionable methods 
to strengthen credibility and increase fundraising effectiveness, even in low-resource 
environments. Ultimately, systematic donor research is an investment in organizational 
sustainability and resilience. 
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