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Questions 

1. Who has done research?
2. Who has done research using subscription databases?
3. Who has researched a prospect’s real estate?
4. Who has researched a prospect’s donations to other nonprofits or 

political organizations?
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Introduction

1. Overview of Prospect Research
2. Biographical Information
3. Real Estate
4. Charitable Giving
5. Foundations/Donor Advised Funds
6. Political Giving
7. Nonprofit Affiliations
8. Donor Compensation
9. Employment/Education
10. Company Ownership
11. Other
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What is Prospect Research? 
“Prospect research is a technique used by fundraisers, development 
teams, and nonprofit organizations to learn more about their donors’ 
personal backgrounds, past giving histories, wealth indicators, and 
philanthropic motivations to evaluate a prospect’s ability to give 
(capacity) and warmth (affinity) toward an organization.

Prospect research is essential for identifying high-impact donors 
within an organization’s current donor pool and in the larger 
community.” 

(Source: DonorSearch - https://www.donorsearch.net/prospect-research-ultimate-guide/)
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What is Prospect Research? 
Definition Break-Down

• “Technique” – Method, Process
• “Personal Background” – Family History, Interests, Hobbies  

(Websites, Articles)
• “Past Giving Histories” – Donation Amounts, Organizations, Years  

(Nonprofit Annual Reports) 
• “Wealth Indicators” – Real Estate, Collectibles, Company Ownership, 

Salary, Director for Public Company, Family Foundation
• “Philanthropic Motivation”

• “Ability to Give” (Capacity) – Formula (Quantitative)
• “Warmth” (Affinity) – Relationship/Interest(Qualitative)

• “Identifying High Impact Donors” – Bottom Line
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Digging a Little Deeper: Why Do 
Prospect Research?

Obtain a better idea (Capacity and Ask Rating) of how much to ask for a 
donation so the organization doesn’t ask for too little or too much.

70% giving comes from individual donors.

Cannot have giving with just capacity.  
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Digging a Little Deeper : Capacity and 
Ask Rating

Usually an ESTIMATED range, not an exact number, over a 5 –year period.

Both a “Science” and an “Art”;  not easy to determine and some wealth 
variables cannot know.
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Digging a Little Deeper : Capacity and 
Ask Rating

Prospect Research (Second Edition) By Cecelia Hogan (2008)

• “Total Philanthropic Capacity (TPC)” – “…fundraising estimate  of the 
amount an individual will or can give to all charities over 5 years.” 
(151). Formulas for different variables. 

• “Ask Rating” – “… based on the conclusions of the development 
officer… based on many factors including a the depth of affiliation and 
interest, the donor’s philanthropic capacity, etc.” (152)
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Digging a Little Deeper : Capacity and 
Ask Rating

Science – Net Worth and then Capacity calculated from the 
following:

• Real Estate
• Giving (Charitable and Political)
• Salary/Company Ownership/Stock Ownership

Art – Add or subtract from calculations
• Personal Circumstances – Family Size
• Financial Considerations – Debt/Bankruptcy
• Legal Issues – Lawsuits 
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Prospect Research – Considerations

Differences between FREE vs. FEE

FREE Advantages:
• Money – No cost
• Ease of Access – Type in a URL/Find with a search 

engine

FEE Advantages:
• Time - Faster due to more advanced search capabilities 
• Thoroughness – Cover many  publications not available 

on Open Web 
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Prospect Research – Considerations

Research Options

• Do own research on Web. 

• Do own research on Web and subscription databases (purchase, 
sign licensing agreement, maintain vendor relationship, etc.).

• Hire research consultant with access to databases who can 
analyze findings.

• Hire dedicated prospect researcher(s) to search and  handle 
coordination of any databases.
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Prospect Research – Considerations

Other Items:

• Research not just prospect – spouse and family too.

• Limit information on profile (prospect can legally view).

• Use Information that is publicly available. If not, don’t use.

• Keep donor information confidential; don’t share with others and 
take safeguards to preserve privacy.
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Prospect Research – Profiles

Major kinds (There are others.)
• Event – Briefer than Biographical below to familiarize gift officers 

about prospect before meeting
• Biographical - Detailed
• Foundation – Analysis of foundation financials and giving

Methodology
• RESEARCH - Websites/Databases 
• Compile – Information to Include?/Exclude?; Analysis
• Write - Succinct but Thorough
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Prospect Research – Profiles

Components of Biographical Profile

• Biography – Spouse, Age, Education, Employment etc. 
• Real Estate
• Donations (Charitable, Political) – Amount, Year, Similar 

nonprofits
• Foundation/Donor Advised Fund (if applicable)
• Salary/Company Ownership
• Public Company Director/Major Stock Owner (if applicable)
• Volunteer and Board Member for Other Nonprofit(s)
• Miscellaneous
• Capacity Rating
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General Biographical - Resources

WEB Advantages:
• Often articles more recent (many news outlets hide older articles 

behind paywall)
• Sometimes catches smaller publications not available on subscription 

databases
• Mentions of person or organization not found in databases 

ONLINE DATABASES Advantages:
• More ways to search
• Many times articles older
• Usually articles/reports full-text or full-image (PDF)
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General Biographical –
Zoominfo Case Study

Zoominfo - Sometimes multiple profiles for an individual to review and 
parse. 

Free – www.zoominfo.com –
• Cannot search but browse.
• Profile includes Basic Listing (Work Experience, Education, etc. ) and 

is brief. 
Fee – Nexis

• Can search on source in Nexis. 
• Profile is detailed/lengthy (Personal – Including Email/Address, 

Career, Education).
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General Biographical – Zoominfo –
www.zoominfo.com
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General Biographical – Zoominfo –
www.zoominfo.com
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General Biographical – Zoominfo – LexisNexis
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Real Estate

Value of home usually 20-25% of individual’s total net worth in 
determining approximate wealth capacity. TPC is 5% of that number.

Proportion of home value to total net worth decreases as latter increases. 

Rental amount usually not translatable in wealth capacity calculations. 
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Real Estate – Zillow - www.zillow.com 

ADVANTAGES:
• Zestimate – Updated daily (shows range also)
• Sales price history (sometimes)
• Property Tax history (sometimes)

DISADVANTAGES:
• Search by address only
• Owner’s name not provided
• Not available for all residential addresses or businesses
• Zestimate does have a margin of error that varies by county or 

large metro area  
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Real Estate – Zillow
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Activity (5 minutes)

Search your home address on Zillow.com – See what you can learn. 

1. What did you discover?

2. What information was available/not available?
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Real Estate – Assessor Information

ADVANTAGES:
• Search multiple ways (address, owner’s name, etc.)
• Property record often includes owner’s middle initial or Trust 

information
• Sales price history to beginning 
• Assessed value history back 3 years

DISADVANTAGES:
• Some geographies don’t put information online (Check local 

assessor site:  http://www.pulawski.net)
• Different vendor systems that can display varied data 
• Search link sometimes buried
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Real Estate – Assessor Information –
www.pulawksi.net

Note: many links outdated but provides an idea of where online records are 
available.
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Real Estate – Assessor Information –
www.pulawksi.net
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Real Estate – Assessor Information - Website 
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Real Estate – Assessor Information –
Property Record
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Real Estate – Assessor Information –
Property Record
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Real Estate – Assessor Information -
Property Record
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Real Estate – DonorSearch

ADVANTAGES:

• Can find multiple properties owned by a potential donor (need to 
confirm with assessor records).

• Provides Zestimate from Zillow – can enter custom value.
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Real Estate – DonorSearch 
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Charitable Giving
Objective: Review giving history (overall/similar nonprofits)

Source:  Nonprofit annual reports provide donor lists by giving range

Formula: Annual fund gifts x 10-20 = TPC (can also 
take largest annual donation x 5)

Problems with Annual Reports:
• Confusion with common last names
• Do not cover other types of giving (endowments, planned giving, etc.)
• Only donor name provided but not address, location, spouse’s name 

(unless both spouses are included)
• Name Variations different across nonprofit annual reports
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Charitable Giving – Web

Try search engine such as Google, Bing, etc. though results can be “hit” or 
“miss.”

Use search strategy – Connect Name (Options: DONOR FIRST NAME/LAST 
NAME, SPOUSE FIRST NAME/LAST NAME) and Giving (Options: “ANNUAL 
REPORT”, DONOR, DONATION, GIFT, etc.). 
Ex. John Smith “annual report”, Ex. Jane Smith donor

Sometimes donor gives money through company owned.

Conduct Web search in addition to any donor information found on a 
subscription database.
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Charitable Giving – Web
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Activity (5-10 minutes)

Try to find your name or someone else’s that you know in a nonprofit’s annual 
report by doing a Web search.

1. What did you find?

2. How many times did you find the name(s)?  
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Charitable Giving – Subscription Databases
Products – DonorSearch, Nexis (VeriGift), etc.

• Databases collect nonprofit annual reports, scan into system, link to 
donations, and list them.

• Verify correct name and amount with annual report; sometimes 
database entries wrong.

• If donor has a common name, be careful you have the  
right person. 

• For a family foundation, also check foundation’s 990-PF form. 
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Charitable Giving – DonorSearch
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Charitable Giving – LexisNexis
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Break (10 minutes)
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Foundations/Donor Advised Funds – Statistics
Foundations (Source: Foundation Center - http://data.foundationcenter.org/)

• 86,000+ (2015)
• $890 Billion+ -- Assets (2015)
• Almost $63 Billion -- Grants (2015)

Donor Advised Funds (DAFs) (Source: National Philanthropic Trust -
https://www.nptrust.org/philanthropic-resources/charitable-giving-statistics/)

• 463,000+ -- accounts (2017)
• $110 Billion + -- Assets (2017)
• $19 Billion+ -- Grants (2017)
• Average account size -- $237K (2016)
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Foundations/DAFs – Search Resources 

DAFs – Know of existence (Community Foundation listing or article), 
but not worth or amount of contribution 

Foundations (Family) – Search for 990PF form (Part XV, Line 3)
• 990 Finder - http://foundationcenter.org/find-funding/990-finder - FREE
• Guidestar – http://www.guidestar.org – forms for 3 years FREE , FEE 

version more years and search capabilities
• Foundation website (if exists) - FREE
• Foundation Center Directory Online (FDO) - FEE
• Foundation Search – FEE
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Foundations – Free vs. Fee Sources

FREE Advantages:
• Name of foundation known
• Name of foundation same as donor

FREE Advantages:
• Name of foundation differs from donor 
• Advanced search capabilities (geography, foundation type, specific 

nonprofit funded )
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Family Foundations

What to Know:

• 990PF tax form lists nonprofits funded (name and amount).

• Required to give 5% Assets in any year.

• Donations may also be listed on foundation website (if exists).

• Look for largest donations (in general and to similar organizations).  
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Donor Advised Funds 

What to Know:

DEFINITION: “A DONOR-ADVISED FUND, or DAF, is a giving vehicle 
established at a public charity. It allows donors to make a charitable 
contribution, receive an immediate tax deduction and then recommend 
grants from the fund over time. Donors can contribute to the fund as 
frequently as they like, and then recommend grants to their favorite 
charities whenever makes sense for them.”
Source: https://www.nptrust.org/what-is-a-donor-advised-fund/
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Political Giving

“A prospect who has contributed at least $2,500 to political campaigns in 
his lifetime is almost 15 times more likely to give a charitable donation 
than someone who has not.”
(Source: DonorSearch – www.donorsearch.net/donor-giving-capacity)

Political Contributions:
• Allows NO tax deduction 
• Search FEC (Federal Elections site) for federal campaign 

contributions (donors must fil out a form)
• Donors must provide occupation, employer and political party -

Good way to confirm with other job-related resources (i.e. LinkedIn) 
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Political Giving – FEC Site – www.fec.gov

Roger Magnus - Roger Magnus Research 47

http://www.fec.gov/


Political Giving – FEC Site –

www.fec.gov

Roger Magnus - Roger Magnus Research 48

http://www.fec.gov/


Political Giving – DonorSearch

ADVANTAGE: Aggregates federal and state donations as part of profile 
(multiple contributions for multiple years grouped together).
DISADVANTAGE: Not always up-to-date.
Note: Links to FEC document for federal donations. 
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Political Giving – DonorSearch
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Nonprofit Affiliations

Why Research:

• Is a donor a trustee or board member of other nonprofits?

• How similar/different are these nonprofits to mine?
• Type
• Location 
• Size
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Nonprofit Affiliations

Ways to Research:

• Web – Search on a name in a search engine to see if listed on a 
nonprofit’s website or on a nonprofit’s 990 form

• Articles - Web or online databases

• Specialized Products - DonorSearch (Section for nonprofit 
affiliations in donor profile), etc.
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Nonprofit Affiliations – FREE vs. FEE Sources

FREE 
• Advantage: More current

• Disadvantage: Miss some affiliations that a subscription product 
may catch

Suggested Strategy:  If access to subscription products, start with them 
to generate leads and then confirm as much as possible on Web.

Roger Magnus - Roger Magnus Research 53



Donor Compensation

Not easy to find (may not exist). More information if donor a major executive 
or director (public company or nonprofit) – small segment of donor base.

Sometimes articles/Web pages mention if executive/director. 

For non-executives and non-government employee, try to find salary survey 
or estimate value of company if own (may fail). 

Wealth Capacity Formula –
• Salary - 10% of net worth 
• Stock Holdings - 30-35% of net worth
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Donor Compensation – Ways to Find
Public company executive/director/person owning 10%+ shares – Search 
on [NAME] and [FORM DEF 14-A] – salary, bonus, stock (annual)

Public company executive/director/ person owning 10%+ shares - Search 
on [NAME] and [FORM 4; also 3 and 5] – stock holding (updates)

Nonprofit executive – Search on Form 990, Part VII, Sections A and B and 
Schedule J, Part II (NOT ALWAYS AVAILABLE)

Government employee – Federal government and some states sometimes 
provide salary data

Salary surveys – Various professions 
55



Donor Compensation – Search Resources

Public Company Executive/Director:

• Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) – www.sec.gov (FREE)

• DonorSearch - Section for SEC Insider Holdings;  always confirm with SEC 
site (FEE)

• Subscription databases that search public company information (Nexis, 
Mergent, and many more) (FEE)
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Donor Compensation – Search Resources

Nonprofit Search – 990 or 990PF form 

• Guidestar - www.guidestar.org (FREE, FEE version more features)

• Foundation Center - http://foundationcenter.org/find-funding/990-
finder (FREE)
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Employment/Education Information

LinkedIn (Public)  - www.linkedin.com
Note:  To search on someone else in LinkedIn subscription (which can 
provide more information), your profile is not private (unless you make it 
anonymous). May need to explain to person being searched if he/she 
discovers you.  Differing opinions on this practice. 

FEC site – Can provide current employer and title

Web and subscription article searching
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Company Ownership and Value 

Online Databases (FEE) – Private company valuations (usually D&B and 
other credit reporting agency reports) – idea of owner wealth

PROBLEMS: 
Note: Confirm with other Web and online database articles, etc. to get 
ballpark figure; may not be able to include at all.

• Often find more than one revenue number for a company
• Revenue can change year-to-year
• Self-reported
• May not be reported
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Other Considerations

Hobbies (Relate to prospect in person or over the phone)

Philosophy on Giving (Prospect who is very wealthy and given many 
different gifts)

Due Diligence (Ethical or Legal Issues for Prospect)

Genealogy (Multiple generations of family prospects)
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Other Considerations

Prospect Management – Segmenting prospects into groups based 
on wealth, propensity to give, attend an event, etc.

• Screenings (several vendors conduct) – Create detailed profiles 

• Assessment – Confirm  wealth and other data in screened profiles
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Putting it All Together

Wealth Capacity:
• Real Estate
• Donations 
• Family Foundation
• Salary/Company Ownership

Note:  Can also use Age and other variables. 
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Putting it All Together

Other Factors:
• Nonprofit affiliations
• Donor Advised Fund (existence of one)
• Family size and children (i.e. in college)
• Financial issues/bankruptcy
• Legal issues – lawsuits
• Ethics agree with yours – should you ask this person for money if does 

something not in agreement with your organization’s values?
• Other
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Thank you!
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