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Should you take on a new 
client? Where can you 
find new clients? How can 
you better serve existing 

clients? Charitable donation re-
cords can help you answer these 
questions. The NOZA database 
provides information on more than 
40 million charitable gifts by indi-
viduals and companies. We asked 
Mike Schley, a business attorney 
and frequent TechnoLawyer con-
tributor, to assess the usefulness 
of the NOZA database for the le-
gal profession and rate it using our 
TechnoScore system. As usual, 
Mike delivered a comprehensive 
and useful review. 

INTRODUCTION
We practitioners often find it chal-
lenging to distinguish between 
“good” from “bad” clients before 
we take on the duties of represen-
tation. That’s why many lawyers 
run red-flag checks, searching for 
liens, judgments, bankruptcies, 
and other problem signs. Wouldn’t 
it be nice if new clients who are 
good, ethical people walked in the 
office with a visible halo?

No technology will do that for us, 
but NOZA provides something 
close: A searchable database of 
charitable giving that reveals how 
much an individual gives and for 
what causes.

Although designed originally for 
use by charitable fundraisers, the 
NOZA database now has a home 
on Lexis and is used by invest-
ment advisers and others who 
seek to work with high net worth 
clients.

It can help legal professionals in 
the following ways: 

• Client development: Charitable 
donors make good estate plan-
ning prospects.

• Client screening: Our intuition 
tells us that those who consis-
tently give to charity are less 
likely to be “problem” clients.

• Client relations: Knowing our 
clients’ charitable interests can 
help us build strong client ties.

• Litigation or transactional re-
search: A party’s charitable 
giving record could be relevant 
evidence for a lawsuit or help 
with transactional and advisory 
issues.

I used the NOZA database to run 
reports for my own clients and 
some prospects, and found it a 
useful tool. NOZA searches are 
now a routine part of my practice.

HOW DOES NOZA WORK?
Several databases (such as Foun-
dationSearch and BIG Online) 
provide data about grants made 
by private foundations, based on 
publicly available IRS Form 990-PF 
data. However, there is no com-
parable data for private individual 
and corporate donors.

NOZA founder Craig Harris was 
frustrated by this lack of informa-
tion when he worked as a non-
profit fundraiser. He also observed 
that many charities publish Web 
sites, annual reports, ads, and 
brochures that list names of do-
nors by gift amount. Bingo!

Harris and friends created a sys-
tem for retrieving and capturing 
this data and translating it into a 
proprietary database of individu-
als’ and corporations’ charitable 
gifts.

Each gift is a “record” with the fol-
lowing data: 

• Size of gift (dollar range)

• Name of recipient

• Donation category (capital/cam-
paign, annual gift, etc.)

• Recipient location

• Recipient scope (geographic ter-
ritory served by charity)

• Recipient category (human ser-
vices, health care, etc.)

• Recipient’s Web site
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• Source link (an image of the
Web page or other source for
the gift information)

The NOZA database, at this writing, 
includes data on over 40 million dis-
tinct donations to U.S. charities. Ac-
cording to NOZA’s Web site, NOZA 
was listed by Chronicle of Philan-
thropy in 2008 as one of the top five 
most used prospect research tools 
in the philanthropy field.

NOZA offers a free subscrip-
tion limited to data on foundation 
grants. NOZA charges an $800 an-
nual fee (with multi-user discounts 
available) for unlimited access to 
the full database of individual and 
corporate donations.

NOZA also offers free techni-
cal support and thorough online 
support documentation, although 
most of it is still oriented toward 
charity fundraising rather than the 
uses described in this review.

SEARCHING FOR MR. OR MS. 
GOOD CLIENT
The first challenge I threw at NOZA 
was to identify major donors in the 
town where I practice, Santa Bar-
bara, California. The purpose: to 
identify individuals who, by virtue 
of their charitable largesse, have 
demonstrated qualities that might 
also make them potential clients 
for estate planning or assistance 
with philanthropy and tax-exempt 
organization issues.

NOZA calls this a “Search by 
Cause.” This type of search yields 
a list of gifts (with donor names 

and other data) that fit the param-
eters I set for my search. NOZA 
enabled me to filter its data by: 

• Identifying a cause (I chose “all”).
• Identifying a recipient state and city.
• Identifying the donation amount.

Thinking that $10,000 is an appro-
priate floor for major gifts, my first 
search produced 3,663 records. I 
was permitted to sort the result-
ing records by donor name, gift 
amount, cause, date of gift, and 
several other useful fields.

A bit intimidated by so many re-
cords, I decided to narrow my list 
to people and companies who had 
made a gift of $100,000 or more. 
This still yielded 1,333 records.

Scrolling through these records, I 
quickly concluded that (1) I did not 
know all of the major donors in my 
own town and (2) here was a list of 
names that would be very useful for 
client development purposes for a 
lawyer whose practice is oriented 
toward high net worth clients.

Taking a different tack, I won-
dered: What if I were an environ-
mental lawyer hired to challenge 
a proposed development project, 
and one of my tasks was to iden-
tify and develop grass roots oppo-
sition to the project? I ran a search 
for all donors who had given gifts 
of any size for an “environmental 
quality, protection, beautification” 
cause in Santa Barbara and came 
up with 5,402 records. Certainly, 
many or most of these would be 
sympathetic to my hypothetical 
anti-development efforts, so this 
information could be essential to 
my assignment.

The records turned up by these 
searches show each donor’s full 
names (as reported by the chari-
ties), but no address, telephone, 

or email information. The NOZA 
Web site permits me to create and 
save a spreadsheet of the records 
identified in my search, but it does 
not provide addresses and other 
contact information for donors. 
Of course, I could look up a few 
thousand names in the telephone 
book or online, but it would take a 
lot of time.

Instead, NOZA offers a service that 
would create a mailing or contact 
list for me. NOZA’s data is derived 
from other records databases it 
purchases and a fairly compli-
cated matching system for pairing 
the correct contact information-
with the named donors. NOZA’s 
database can provide mailing lists 
for over 3 million unique individual 
donors. The mailing list service is 
priced separately, on a custom 
basis that requires an inquiry to 
the company.

CLIENT RELATIONS AND DUE
DILIGENCE
NOZA’s “Search by Name” func-
tion produces information about 
the charitable gifts made by a 
specified individual, company, or 
foundation. I ran searches for most 
of my individual clients, and came 
away with some useful informa-
tion. For about one-third of my in-
dividual clients searched, I got re-
cords that told me a bit about their 
charitable interests. This triggered 
some ideas about how I, as a law-
yer, might help them further their 
charitable interests. On the other 
hand, two probably inevitable limi-
tations affected the usefulness of 
NOZA for this type of search.

First, many individuals’ names are 
quite common. For example, a 
search for my own name turned up 
gifts made by my friend who is an 
attorney in Minnesota and whose 
name is identical to mine. Conse-
quently, for common names, it is 
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difficult to know whether you are 
reading about the right individual 
donor. There is a geographic filter 
for the “Search by Name” function, 
but it is based on the location of the 
recipient charity, not the donor.

Second, the NOZA database is lim-
ited to the information published by 
charities that NOZA finds. So, for 
example, if I give to a charity that 
does not publish lists of its donors 
on a Web site or in an annual report 
or other publication, or if I ask the 
charity to identify me as an anony-
mous donor, my gift will not end up 
in NOZA’s database. Consequently, 
many of my client name searches 
turned up no results, even though I 
am certain some of those individu-
als support charities.

I also considered use of NOZA as 
a due diligence tool for purposes 
of screening potential clients. I 
learned long ago to be careful in 
choosing my clients. For some 
time I have used online databases 
to check for bankruptcies, case 
filings, judgments, and liens, and 
other red flags. It occurred to me 
that the charitable gift data from 
NOZA might identify “white flags” 
for a potential client — if you be-
lieve (as I generally do) that a re-
cord of charitable giving is positive 
evidence of character.

I ran a search for a handful of indi-
viduals who had come to me as pro-

spective clients in recent months. 
NOZA turned up gift records for 
about one-half of the individuals, 
and told me something I did not 
already know about their interests 
— including the giving patterns of 
an individual who had come to me 
to set up a private foundation.

The NOZA database is growing by 
about 500,000 records per month. 
With the passage of time, the in-
formation it provides will become 
more useful.

WISH LIST
NOZA’s Web interface is easy to 
use, without need for special in-
struction. However, the information 
it provides would be more useful if 
NOZA were willing to divulge more 
information about individual and 
company donors. At the top of my 
wish list would be the ability to fil-
ter searches by a donor’s locale, 
perhaps by zip code or a range of 
zip codes.

CONCLUSION
I found that the NOZA database 
provides information which helps 

me in my process of screening po-
tential clients, and helps me learn 
more about my existing clients. It 
also provides information that could 
help me identify client prospects 
for my work relating to tax exempt 
organizations and my firm’s estate 
planning services.

Mike Schley is a partner in Schley 
Look Guthrie & Locker LLP, a 
business law firm in Santa Barbara, 
California. Mr. Schley has almost 
three decades of experience in 
financial regulation and corporate 
business law. He also advises 
charities, private foundations, 
and other exempt organizations 
on corporate governance and tax 
matters, and is a member of the 
California Bar’s nonprofits 
committee. Mr. Schley has written
federal banking regulations, has 
been General Counsel to a large 
NYSE-listed financial institution, 
and has practiced with firms in 
New York, Washington, DC, and 
Santa Barbara. He has authored 
or contributed to articles on 
banking, business, and 
tax-exempt law, and a report 
toCongress on the S&L crisis, 
and speaks and writes on 
these subjects.

Contact Mike:
Mike@SLGLattorneys.com 
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