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• Founder: Girlstart

• Featured on: Oprah, 

       CNN, the Today Show

• What Rachel does: 
online workshops & 
classes, custom 
training, board retreats

Weaknesses: chips, queso 

Rachel Muir, CFRE

rachel@rachelmuir.com
www.rachelmuir.com

Town crier for 

donor love



What Rachel does:

Custom training

Keynotes 

Webinars 

Workshops 

Speaking

All on fundraising… 

Learn more at www.rachelmuir.com 

Board retreats



www.rachelmuir.com



Housekeeping 

Type questions in Q&A box

Chat into chat box

 



What major gifts are & how 
to get them

How to build & prioritize a 
portfolio 

Strategies + tools to get 
your foot in the door

Our agenda for today

How major gift fundraising 
is different than ANY other 
type of fundraising 



What is a major gift?

www.LeagueofExtraordinaryFundraisers.com



Annual Giving
Frequently asked 
Quick decision 
Can often be done on 1st 
visit
Given out of income 
Cash gift 

Major Gift
Visceral joy in making gift
Requires personal visit 
Spouse should be included 
May require 2-3 visits 
Given out of assets 
10-25 times annual gift

Annual giving vs major gifts 



ROI of fundraising strategies 

Strategy Cost per $1 raised

Direct Mail Acquisition $1.15 

Special Events 50 cents

Planned Giving 25 cents 

Direct Mail (to house file) 20 cents

Foundations/Corporations 20 cents 

Major Gifts 5 to 10 cents

Monthly Donors 2 to 5 cents

Source: Erica Waasdorp, Monthly Giving: The Sleeping Giant 

ROI of fundraising strategies 



What makes major gift fundraising 
different than any other 

kind of fundraising?

Want help from Rachel? 
LeagueofExtraordinaryFundraisers.com



Success is not a magical 

combination of genetics 

and fashion sense.  It’s a 

series of time management 

behaviors which must be 
practiced regularly.”  

Brian Tracy, Eat the Frog  
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TRUTHS IN 

FUNDRAISING 



Your job is to get the largest gift possible 

in the shortest amount of time 
to the greatest joy of the donor. ” 

“
Jerry Panas

Get today’s slides -> rachelmuir.com/handouts



General Fund

Mid-Level Gifts

Major Gifts

The Myth of the Donor Pyramid



General Fund

Major Gifts

What it really looks like 



More than 80% of  

1M+ Harvard 

donors started with 

a gift of less than 

$500

Source: Lynne Wester The 

4 Pillars of the Donor 

Experience  



Plan the donor journey

Relationships are a chain of activities that are only as 
strong as your weakest link. 

• Strengthen every link in the chain—your welcome process, 

stewardship, relationship building, cultivation, etc. 



What is a donor portfolio?  
How do I build one? 

Get today’s slides -> rachelmuir.com/handouts



Donor Portfolio 

Prioritized caseload of high net 
worth donors who want to have a
deeper relationship and will respond by 
retaining and upgrading their giving.

Touchpoints and ask goals are set to 
calendar year.

Donors move in/out. 



Set ask goals for your donors



Apply Cultivation Plan & Ask Goal to Calendar



#3 Ensures your donors get love and attention

#2 Manages realistic CEO/ED/board expectations

#1 Gives you realistic revenue projections 

#4 Allows you to plan ahead for losses



Who should be in my portfolio?





There are 2 bare necessities…



Who will 

respond 

to more 

cultivation?  

Where are my 
best major gift 
prospects?  



All donors are equal as human beings.  
They are not equal as revenue sources.”  

“
Jeff Brooks, The Money Raising Nonprofit Brand  

Get today’s slides -> rachelmuir.com/handouts
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STEP #1: HOW TO PRIORITIZE YOUR

TOP DONOR 

PROSPECTS



Fine-tune your prioritization 

✓ Pick cumulative gift 
amount (i.e. $1,000)

✓ Pull a list last 3 - 4 years 

✓ Examine behavioral data 

(volunteering, coming to 

events, etc.)  

✓ Examine trends: gift 
size, loyalty, 
upgrading  



Major 
Gift 
Portfolio



How do I qualify a donor?

Want coaching from Rachel? 
LeagueofExtraordinaryFundraisers.com



Pre-call letter to qualify donors 



In your workshop handouts! 



New donors

Donors who you 
don’t know well

Donors you think 
you can upgrade 

Who to qualify



Pre-call letter 

7-10 tries

Call & email

Non-responder letter/survey

Final note 

Donor Prioritization for Small Shops

Want coaching from Rachel? 
LeagueofExtraordinaryFundraisers.com



Tips to get your foot in the door 

Get today’s slides -> rachelmuir.com/handouts



@rachelmuir 

• Uses your webcam or 
camera on mobile phone

• Perfect for getting the 
(virtual) visit
and stewardship  

• You can record directly 
from your email or 
use branded email 
stationary with your logo 

Bomb Bomb Video Email 



Lunch with ED Ground Breaking

Send Donor Packet Card, anniv of 1st gift Birthday Card

Board Member Call Program Graduation Invite to Gala

News Clippings Mail Annual Report Donor Reception

Program Performance
Meet the Candidates Community Meal

Facility Tour

The invitation is the cultivation. 



Sample 
touches

Comment on an article about them

Leverage their expertise and 
knowledge 

Invite for a tour, reception, behind 
the scene event, planning session

Discuss topic that has nothing to 
do with ask

Surprise them, do something nice 
for them

Call with personal project update 
on what they funded  



Want ideas to cultivate major donors?

RachelMuir.com/DonorLove 



Donor Thought Circles 



Recipe for a donor thought circle

2

Intimate 
group in 

controlled 
social setting Light 

meal, 
coffee or 
cocktails

Read 5 

questions; 

take notes

Passing 

allowed. 

Source:  Robbe Healey, Aurora Philanthropic Consulting

Identify 
“dominators” 
Go around 

circle.  



5 questions for a donor thought circle

1  What connected you to us?  

2 What made you decide to become a donor?  

3 How could we encourage others to give to us?

4 How could we make you feel more special and appreciated?

5 What would make people feel more special and appreciated?

Source:  Robbe Healey, Aurora Philanthropic Consulting



#Bridge16

Here’s how Girlstart crushes it   

Donor Cultivation Events



67% of respondents attending a donor 

cultivation event credited it as the 
reason why they made their gift.

“
Penelope Burk  



THANK YOU!

www.rachelmuir.com

rachel@rachelmuir.com

Get the slides:

www.rachelmuir.com/handouts

mailto:rachel@rachelmuir.com


Questions?



LeagueofExtraordinaryFundraisers.com

Want more help from Rachel?
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