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Close to $15 billion is donated annually by 
corporations and individuals to Canadian 
charities, an amount equivalent to what 
Canadians spend each year on home 
electronics, computers and cameras. 

Four of the 10 highest earning charities 
(Canadian Cancer Society, Heart and Stroke 
Foundation, SickKids Foundation and Princess 
Margaret Cancer Foundation) are health-
related, each averaging $125 million in annual 
donations – an amount equal to what many 
large corporations generate.

With so much at stake and so much to 
gain, what can charities do to keep track 
of competitor initiatives? Is there a role for 
Competitive Intelligence (CI)?

The following article uses a health charity 
mini case to demonstrate how CI can help 
charities anticipate competitor threats and 
thereby better plan their own fundraising 
campaigns.  

How CI and Health Charities Connect 

CI is based on uncovering and assessing 
competitor threats. 

Are health charities at risk? I believe so. 
Health charities market fewer “products,” and 
a fraction of these “products” account for a 
majority of revenue. 

For example, one or two major gift 
campaigns (e.g., targeting wealthy individuals, 
foundations and corporations for a new 
hospital wing) can account for the majority of 
total annual donations. The rest is generated by 
public events such as bike rides and walkathons. 

With this in mind, health care charities 
certainly need to keep track of their competitors’ 
major gift planning initiatives. Competitive 
intelligence is a tool to help them do so. 

Example

Let’s assume you manage the market research of 
a major health charity.

Your organization will be running a major 
gift campaign in six months. It will be the 
first one in several years and by far the largest 

campaign to date with a goal of raising $250 
million.

The president is very concerned that a 
competitor could pre-empt the campaign and 
draw donors away. He wants a “deep dive” to 
check out competitors, and has four questions 
for you to answer: 
1.   Who will be running a major gift campaign 

in the next six months?
2.  What is their campaign goal?
3.  What will their campaign theme be?
4.  How will they promote their campaign?

What steps should you take? You decide on the 
following:

1.  Create a hypothesis to test. For example, 
“There will be at least five competitors running 
major gift campaigns the same time we plan to.”

2.  Identify the charities most likely to pose 
a serious threat. You’ll need to look at both 
traditional threats (other major hospitals and 
national associations as well as non-traditional 
threats, e.g., churches, university health centres 
or smaller hospitals).

3.  Review the four original questions to see 
if any others should be added. It’s much easier 
to do this before you start, versus adding them 
during the study. After reviewing them you 
come up with others. See Table 1.

4.  Determine what sources to contact. A 
good rule of thumb is to look at three groups: 
internal, external and secondary sources. 
(Verification of information is critical in CI.)
For this exercise you need to decide on the 
following:

•   Internal: Fundraising volunteers, your ad 
agency, former employees 

•   External: Directors of fundraising at other 
health charities, hospital physicians and 
fundraising associations  

•   Secondary: The Association of Fundraising 
Professionals website, literature from a 
fundraising conference and social media
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Often the accuracy and depth of a contact list is “what makes 
or breaks” a CI study. This step in itself becomes a mini CI 
study, as you’ll need to tap into both primary (networking with 
industry colleagues) and secondary sources (e.g., competitor’s 
website) to obtain names and phone numbers of credible 
competitor respondents to interview.

5.  Decide who to use to source the information. You 
can try yourself, recruit colleagues and/or hire a third party. 
Keep in mind that for such a critical investigation, it would 
be advantageous to have four people (one to source internal 
intelligence, another to source external intelligence, a third 
to conduct secondary research, and yourself to co-ordinate) 
involved. 

6.  Conduct a pre-test. This uncovers glitches to resolve 
before going in field. For example your pre-test reveals that the 
“campaign theme” in the question, “what will the campaign 
theme be?” is unclear. You change the wording to “campaign 
message,” a small but important refinement. 

7.  Put together the interviewer instructions. Even if there 
are only one or two people conducting the CI, it’s still good 
discipline to put together instructions (e.g., study’s goal, must-
know questions, contact list, survey, etc.).

8.  Put together a summary table. A table allows you to enter 
and update data quickly and easily. See Table 2.

9.  Decide how to communicate your findings. Will it be 
PowerPoint slides, a report or a simple email? Will you email 
topline reports documenting findings to date to keep the reader 
in the loop and ensure no surprises when the final report is 
delivered?

10.  Conduct the research. Begin with secondary sources and 
proceed to primary sources.

11.  Write the report and present findings. Analysis and 
write-up can be time-consuming in CI because you need to 
interpret raw data that is often fragmented. Factor in some 
extra time as well, in case you need to conduct additional CI to 
fill gaps or get clarification. 

What Can Really Happen?

In a study we did a few years ago, our client, whose 
organization is located in Toronto, assumed there would be 
seven or eight competitors planning a major gift campaign 
close to our client’s launch date.

Turns out there were 23 major campaigns planned for that 
time! What the CI uncovered was that hospitals as far as Sault 
Ste Marie were targeting Toronto for private donations, and 
six of the identified competitors were planning two major gift 
campaigns. 

With this information at hand, the client decided to 
launch their campaign four months earlier, to pre-empt the 
competitor’s, and to extend their campaign by six months given 
the competitive noise they would have to break through. 

Conclusion 

Health charities face critical challenges to meet campaign goals.  
CI can play an important role in scoping out the market. Doing so 
avoids underestimating the competitive activity and helps ensure 
sufficient resources are in place to achieve one’s campaign goal.
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Original Questions Additional  Questions 

What is their campaign $ goal? How does this figure compare to their previous campaign $ goal?

What will their campaign theme be? Why did they choose this theme?

 Is this a new theme or one they’ve used before?

How will they promote their campaign? How much do they plan to spend promoting the campaign?

Questions                    Internal Sources                               External Sources                Secondary
                       Sources

  Fundraising     Ad        Former          Assocs.          Competitors        Doctors 
  Volunteers  Agency     Employees  

Who will run a major campaign?       

Campaign $ goal?       

Current $ goal vs. previous $ goal?        

Campaign message?       

Why this theme?       

New theme or one used before?       

How will they promote?       

How much plan to spend?       

Table 1

Table 2
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