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Turning Generosity Into a Science, Without Losing the Art 

For as long as nonprofits have existed, fundraising has run on instinct: a program officer's hunch that a 

lapsed donor might be ready to come back, a gala committee's gut sense of who to seat next to whom, a 

development director's memory of which supporters respond to a phone call versus a letter. That instinct 

still matters. But it no longer has to work alone. 

Across the 5,719 nonprofit organizations in the Charitable Community network, and among the 37,500 

mission-driven employees who move $4.15 billion in annual charitable impact through those 

organizations every year, a quiet shift is underway. The organizations pulling ahead are not the ones with 

the biggest budgets or the flashiest galas. They are the ones that have learned to pair the instinct of a 

seasoned fundraiser with the pattern-recognition of artificial intelligence — and to use that pairing to 

reach the right donor, with the right message, at the right moment. 

This report is written for the leaders steering that shift: executive directors, development chiefs, and board 

members who are asking not “should we use AI?” but “where do we start, and how do we do it without 

losing the human relationships that built our mission in the first place?” 

Predicting Who Will Give — And How Much 

Every donor database is a record of past behavior. Most organizations mine it for a mailing list. The more 

sophisticated ones mine it for a forecast. 

AI-driven donor analytics tools can review years of giving history, engagement data (event attendance, 

email opens, volunteer hours), and demographic signals to build a picture of who is likely to give next, 

and what size gift they are likely to make. That picture lets a development team do three things a 

spreadsheet alone cannot: 

• Rank prospects instead of guessing at them. Instead of treating every donor in the database as an 

equal candidate for a major-gift ask, staff can see a ranked list of the supporters whose giving 

patterns most resemble those of past major donors. 

• Time the ask. Models can flag the window in a donor's giving cycle when they are statistically most 

likely to respond — often weeks before a human fundraiser would have noticed the signal. 

• Forecast revenue with real confidence. Boards no longer have to accept a flat, single-number 

revenue projection. AI-informed forecasting can show a range, along with the assumptions driving it, 

which makes for a far more honest conversation about the year ahead. 

None of this replaces the fundraiser's judgment. It replaces the fundraiser's blind spots. 

Personalizing Engagement at a Scale No Team Could Reach Alone 



A donor who gives $25 and a donor who gives $25,000 both want to feel seen. The challenge every 

nonprofit runs into is capacity: a team of three or four cannot hand-write a note to every one of ten 

thousand supporters. 

AI closes that gap without making the communication feel manufactured — when it is used well. 

• Drafting starts, not final copies. AI writing tools can generate a first pass at a thank-you note, a 

renewal appeal, or a campaign update, tailored to what the system knows about that donor's interests 

and history. A staff member still reads it, edits it, and adds the detail only a human would know. 

• Smarter timing and channel selection. Rather than sending one email blast to the entire list, AI 

tools can recommend which donors are more likely to respond to a text, a call, or a handwritten card, 

and when. 

• Tailored relevance beats generic reach. A donor who has only ever given to the youth mentorship 

program does not need to hear about the capital campaign for a new building. Segmentation that 

once took a data analyst days can now happen automatically, so every message lands closer to what 

that donor actually cares about. 

The lesson for leaders is not to let AI write in your organization's voice unsupervised. It is to let AI clear 

the routine work off your team's desk so their time goes toward the donors and messages that need a 

human touch most. 

Finding the Opportunities Already Sitting in Your Database 

Most nonprofits are not short on donors. They are short on visibility into the donors they already have. 

• Lapsed donors are not lost donors. AI models can identify which supporters who stopped giving 

one, two, or three years ago show renewed engagement signals — opening emails again, following 

the organization on social media, or visiting the website — and are statistically ready for re-

engagement. 

• Mid-level donors are your future major donors. A supporter giving $250 a year for five straight 

years is showing a pattern that predicts future capacity. AI tools can flag these donors for a 

cultivation strategy before a competing cause notices them first. 

• New audiences hiding in plain sight. By analyzing the characteristics of an organization's best 

current supporters, AI tools can help identify prospective donors, volunteers, and partners who share 

those same characteristics but have not yet engaged with the mission. 

For a leader managing a lean team, this is the highest-leverage use of AI in fundraising: it turns “we don't 

have enough donors” into “we haven't yet reached the donors already telling us they're interested.” 

Where to Start 

Adopting AI in fundraising does not require a six-figure technology overhaul or a dedicated data science 

hire. It requires a decision to begin. 



• Start with what you already have. Many CRM platforms nonprofits already use have added AI-

powered analytics and recommendation features. Before purchasing anything new, ask your current 

vendor what is already available in your existing license. 

• Add a single-purpose tool. Donor analytics platforms and AI writing assistants can often be layered 

onto an existing CRM without a full system migration. 

• Pilot before you scale. Choose one campaign or one donor segment to test an AI-informed 

approach, measure the results against your historical baseline, and expand from there. 

Progress beats perfection. The organizations seeing the greatest return are rarely the ones that waited for a 

perfect, fully integrated system. They are the ones that started small, learned quickly, and built from there. 

 

“AI isn't replacing fundraising — it's amplifying it.” 

 

The Bottom Line 

The future of fundraising belongs to leaders who combine three things: genuine human connection, 

strategic clarity about where their organization is headed, and the intelligent use of technology to get there 

faster. AI will not write your mission or build your relationships for you. But used well, it will help your 

team spend less time guessing and more time doing what only people can do — building trust, one donor 

at a time. 
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