Introduction
A few months ago I started posting on twitter a series of database
procurement tips for charities, partly because I hoped they would be useful but
partly also just to make me do some regular tweeting! I wasn’t sure how they
would be received but since then I have found that they have been retweeted,
commented on in LinkedIn and linked to from multiple sites when I posted a
summary of them on my blog. People have been very kind with their feedback
about them. But I always felt I wanted to add more than the 140 characters
twitter allows, hence this book was born.
It contains concepts and tips which I wish I had known when I started helping
charities procure databases and CRM systems. I hope it inspires, assists and
enhances your procurement process if you are already comfortable with that
and explains what to consider if you have never done it before. Think of it as
your own consultant seated by your side as you go along – only at a fraction
of the cost!
I hope you find it useful.

Ivan Wainewright, December 2010
@itforcharities
blog.itforcharities.co.uk

A Word on the Structure of This Book
I have divided the tips into a series of sections, each of which focuses on a
specific aspect of database procurement. However, some of the tips could
easily be appropriate for more than one section so please feel free to disagree
with my categorisation! I realise also that the section called “Strategy” is
somewhat all-encompassing and all the tips in the book could (and probably
should) just as easily be referred to as strategic; I guess some are maybe
more strategic than others...

2

101 Tips on How to Buy Fundraising Software

1 – 20: Strategy

Strategy

1. You must do an internal needs analysis before
looking at software or creating an ITT
It is very easy to jump straight in and look at database software before
considering what your requirements are – don’t! You need to first do a needs
analysis (a.k.a. requirements gathering phase) which will subsequently help
you consider and research your options and appropriate software, and
measure and compare the potential solutions against your needs.
To do a needs analysis, you should talk to as many different stakeholders of
the possible new system as you can do. From database support staff and
users who do the every-day operational work, through to managers who can
specify what information and reports are important and directors who can
advise on the current and future strategies which they are implementing.
There may also be stakeholders who are ‘slightly removed’ from, say, a
fundraising database, such as the finance team, so that even if they might not
be using the new system themselves, they would still have an interaction with
it.
If you are an organisation with regional offices/branches, then do get
individuals involved from outside your central/head office; not only will you get
different perspectives but you will engender an early user buy-in to the project
which can sometimes be forgotten away from any central office.
And when you do the needs analysis, don’t immediately ask ‘What do you
want a new database to do?’ because many users may not know what such
systems can do. Instead, discuss their work, ask about their processes, find
out what their problems and ‘pain-points’ are.
At the end of this process, you will be able to draw up a ‘specification of
requirements’ which you can then use to help you with your next steps in the
whole procurement process. And if you intend to do a full Invitation to Tender
process (ITT) then your needs analysis will also feed directly into that.

2. Create a business case before looking at software

Many charities do not create a proper business case before procuring a new
database. And by a business case, I don’t simply mean a few bullet points
which show why a new database is needed – I mean a comprehensive
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document, structured in an appropriate way which addresses all aspects of a
business decision. If you do this, then you will be far more likely to succeed:
you will understand your key requirements, success criteria, user involvement,
constraints, risks and more; and when the project is completed, you will be
able to measure its success against the criteria laid out in your business case.
So, what should a full business case encompass? Consider including the
following:
♦
♦
♦
♦
♦
♦
♦
♦
♦
♦
♦
♦
♦
♦
♦
♦
♦
♦

Management Summary
Project Background
Document Purpose
Document Audience
Business Problem / Key Issues
Project Objectives
Alignment with Strategic Objectives
Benefits
Scope (inclusions and exclusions)
Project Approach
Project Deliverables
Stakeholders
Budget
Timings
Risk Assessment
Resources
Assumptions
Constraints

Whether all these areas are needed and how much detail you need to include
will depend on your specific project: it’s size, complexity, reach, risks, potential
impact and so on. But do one – it is one of the best things you can do to focus
senior managers’ minds on the real and fundamental issues involved.
Especially when you ultimately ask for a budget.

3. Ensure you have your fundraising/membership
strategy in place before buying a new database
If you are considering the procurement of a new database for your charity but
you don’t have a fundraising or membership strategy, then how can you really
know what you want the database to do or how you want it to support you?
How can you do your needs analysis phase without such a strategy being in
place? It really isn’t fair to the supplier or you or your users, if you get a new
system and then find it can’t support what the strategy requires, and then you
blame the poor database!
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Of course, strategies change over the years, even after you have bought a
new database, but one trusts that if your procurement process was well
thought through then a good database these days should be able to manage
the vast majority of new fundraising and membership ideas for a reasonable
time period.

4. Do an internal data/database audit before
involving suppliers to ensure you definitely know all
your data repositories
In order to define what you want your new system to manage and for which
users in your organisation, you need to first do a data/database audit. You
could well be surprised by the number of data repositories you have! It might
not just be your home-made fundraising database but your events team might
have their own version, your volunteers might be held in spreadsheets, your
regional offices have their own spreadsheets, plus the web team have their
MySQL database…
Try calling a ‘database amnesty’ to encourage users to come forward with all
their data repositories.
Then, do a basic audit on each system: number of records (including contacts,
donations/transactions, communication history), number of users, type of
database, basic description of the sort of data/how it is used, and ideally
(because at some point this will be important) details on how the core contact
data is held; i.e. are names and addresses in one field/multiple fields, free
text/coded; do all records have a URN – fundamental information but it will
definitely help.
This means that your needs analysis will lead on naturally, you will have a far
better understanding of the scope for your system, you will start to learn which
databases need more work done on data quality, which users are keen and
which may need further encouragement to join the project, and which
databases should be kept out of scope, if appropriate. And when you are
discussing the project with suppliers, you can discuss how best to do data
migration, what costs are involved, who will do it etc. You might well find that
for some systems, the price a supplier would charge is quite cost-prohibitive
and it would be better to do it in-house.
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5. A new database is a chance to review all your
processes. Are they really the best way to do things
or have they been implemented because your old
database made you do things that way?
This is one of the most significant things you can do during a procurement and
subsequent implementation. It can help provide some of the biggest benefits
you can get out of procuring a new system.
All your business processes which you have set-up, are they set-up in a
certain way because they really are the best approach and method to take, or
were they originally set-up because your existing/old database forced you to
do it that way? Or do they have no rhyme or reason anyway?! Whatever the
case, buying a new system is the perfect time to review this and decide how
you want to manage your processes in your new database.
In actual fact, changing processes to match your new database’s approach
isn’t necessarily a dreadful thing to do; if, for example, it is a standard
fundraising package and you do comparatively standard fundraising for some
aspects of your work, then one would hope that, assuming you are following a
good procurement process, that your new system may have been developed
to help fundraisers with their processes, and if it used by many other charities
then maybe your processes could be changed to work that way too.
But don’t feel forced to do so if you really believe your processes are the best
method you can use. If that is the case, then you need to have a database
which is flexible enough to meet your requirements, whether out-of-the-box or
with a degree of customisation.

6. Could your new database replace multiple
existing databases in your organisation?
If you are considering procuring a new database but you know that you
currently have multiple databases within your organisation, then this may be a
great opportunity to see if you can merge all or at least some of those multiple
databases into one system. (And if you don’t know whether other teams or
departments in your organisation use other databases then ask if they do –
they almost certainly will!). Unfortunately, there are too many issues and
discussions on this subject to do it justice in a short chapter of this book, so at
least consider the following and then investigate further if you think there
could be some benefits for your charity:
Perhaps the first thing to ask is, why bother? Why does it matter if you have
separate databases? The following benefits might be appropriate to consider
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if you do have multiple databases and thus potentially have the same
supporters on more than one system:
♦

♦

♦

♦

♦

Better Supporter Care: e.g. knowing that someone has run the marathon
and donates £5 a month; ensuring a supporter’s address is up-to-date;
only sending them information on what they are interested in.
Improved Efficiency: a simpler (technical) approach; improved data
integrity, data accuracy, data consistency and data updates; and possibly
saving costs (although that can depend on anything from software licenses
to HR requirements).
Maximising Marketing & Fundraising Opportunities: better
marketing/targeting/data mining/predictive modelling; cross-marketing; the
ability to raise higher income and higher average donations through
improved knowledge; increased donor retention. And preventing multiple
approaches - the last thing you want is that prospect you are after for
£50,000 to be asked for £10 in another mailing.
Support your Central Communication/Fundraising Strategy: no doubt a
single system/view does this best.
Help comply with data protection: no more issues with having to update
multiple databases when people move address, opt-out of mailings, tell
you that someone has died.

There are plenty of technical and business/organisational challenges if you do
go down the route of a single database but the benefits can be huge.

7. Can you show an evidence-based, financial ROI
for procuring your new database?
If you can show in your business case a properly thought out and researched
financial return on investment (ROI) for your new database then you are
probably doing better than most charities. Historically, Nonprofits have been
weak at doing this but with ever-tightening budgets and harsher times for
fundraising, ROI has never been so important.
Broadly, there are of course two ways of improving ROI: increased income or
lower costs. In some ways, lower costs can be easier to explicitly prove
because you should be able to identify areas where this could happen. But
the increased income, higher fundraising, is where the higher ROI will
probably come, so if you can show that then that will help any business case.
Don’t get me wrong, it can be difficult and fundraising is not the same as sales
and so you can’t necessarily take the same approach as a commercial
organisation.
But if you can’t show there will be a financial ROI then should you question
the validity of the project, or at the very least, the budget? Possibly. Of course,
financial ROI is just one, albeit important factor in any business case and
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there may well be several other key benefits which will still justify the need for
a new database. And if you do your needs analysis and create your business
case then this will become clear. But at the end of the day we all know how
tight charity budgets are – the more you can show you will achieve financially
from the new system, the better for you.

8. Ensure you have support from your Senior
Management Team before you begin procurement
You are going to need full support from your SMT for any significant database
project, from the needs analysis, budget approval and procurement
assistance through to the actual implementation and all the resource
commitments which will arise.
But most importantly, you need the SMT fully behind the project to enforce the
message to everyone in the charity as to just how important the database is. It
is likely to touch many people in your organisation and unfortunately you are
bound to have naysayers and unbelievers, so that is when it is especially
important to have the full commitment of the SMT to help push the project
through.
If you don’t have SMT support and approval, then, unless you are only
implementing a small system, you might well find yourself heading for
difficulties.

9. Don't let technology lead your procurement:
benefits & functional requirements should be your
leaders
It can be tempting to get excited about a specific technology and then let your
procurement get lead by that. That is not the best approach. Your needs
analysis stage should show you the business benefits you can expect and the
functional requirements you want, so your technology platform should support
that. Of course, a specific technology might be one of the benefits you can
reap, and certainly should be a consideration in the procurement process, or
you might show that you can get more benefit from one technology compared
to other approaches, but that needs to be decided in a structured and
analytical way and not by jumping on the latest bandwagon.
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10. Successful database projects are 50% about
people, 30% process, and 20% technology: so don't
under-spend on people & processes
Whether or not these statistics are always exactly that ratio, they broadly
show the correct approach. So if that is the case then why do so many
projects have such a high budget on the technology and such a low budget in
comparison on people and processes?
Do take this into consideration when you are budgeting for your new
database. It might be easier these days with some systems where software
licenses are reducing in cost and where hosting is offering good cost-benefits
and where you can thus spend appropriately on people and processes. But if
you don’t find yourself in that situation then do review your budget and ask
yourself if it is definitely correct.
I understand it is sometimes far more difficult to ask for money for spending
on the people and processes when the software and technology appears to
many senior managers at charities to be what you are really buying, but fight
your corner and explain how important the other two factors are. After all,
there is no point in just buying a database and that’s all – it won’t install itself,
it won’t configure itself and it won’t know how to manage your processes on it.
And yes your staff and the supplier can do that, but in order to do so they will
need time, resources, maybe back-filling of existing roles and so on and so
on.
Successful projects and procurements work because wise organisations
understand this ratio is critical.

11. Never base a procurement decision on just
software, just costs, just the salesperson…
This is a common message throughout this book, but here it is in one
sentence: when you decide which system is best for you, don’t base your
decision on just the software, just the costs, just the salesperson and so on.
(Especially not the salesperson! A slick salesperson has been the un-doing of
many a poor procurement process!)
You need to consider all factors and come to a unified decision considering all
options across the board. Of course, some factors may carry more importance
and it might be that if two suppliers are evenly matched then one specific
factor might become the deciding issue, such as the better technology or the
lower TCO.
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I have included this tip because although most people go into a procurement
process saying they will do this, too often I have seen organisations forget all
their good intentions and select a system simply because of a particularly
whizzy screen or because they are being offered free maintenance for a year.

12. If any of your trustees have IT or procurement
experience, then get them on the project committee
Charities don’t always use their trustees enough in such projects but this is a
great example of where a trustee can really help. You might well have a
trustee with huge experience of IT and/or procurement and if so then why
wouldn’t you get them on the project committee at some level. They or you
may not want them to be working at every level of detail (and they probably
won’t have the time anyway) but to get their input at key stages can be a great
benefit.

13. Before commissioning a bespoke database,
consider if a package exists, even if it “only” meets
80% of your needs
Many charities consider that commissioning and developing a bespoke
database is a cheaper or better option for them than buying a package
solution. But if you are looking for a new fundraising or membership database
in particular then I would be very surprised if at least 80% or more of your
needs, if not the vast majority, cannot be met by a fundraising/membership
package. And if they can then I would always recommend that you should at
least consider that option first.
All the benefits of a package such as their built-in functionality, support, speed
of implementation, input from other charities and so on can outweigh any
downsides and you need to weigh all that up against the potential
development costs, time, design work and static-approach of a bespoke
development.
Ironically, it is often small to medium size charities who think bespoke is better
and not larger ones with complex structures. This is usually because such
organisations simply don’t know about a particular package or a specific
option available in a package, or it could be that they have not considered
how they might be able to use a package's existing functionality differently.
The possibility to use existing packages is especially true of contact-centric
requirements (e.g. fundraising, membership, client management, volunteers,
helpdesk, case management etc). And if the need revolves around “other
entities” then there may still be packages available (e.g. collections
databases, resource booking).
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For much more discussion and insight into this, visit one of my blog posts:
http://blog.itforcharities.co.uk/2010/08/charity-packages-vs-bespokedevelopment.html

14. Beware “volunteer developed” databases:
volunteers may not be around in a few years but
your organisation could still be using it
I have worked with various charities who have had a volunteer (very kindly)
develop a database for them and in some instances that possibly was the best
option at the time. And some of those systems have been really good. But
volunteers do not have any accountability, no time commitments to your
organisation, possibly less experience of your particular market and
requirements, and, as it will almost definitely be a bespoke development for
you, then there is no guarantee they can continue to support or improve it.
I know many NFPs who have started that way but found such systems
stopped being useful, even to the extent that they stopped using them
altogether in their organisation. With so many low-cost and free (yes, even the
free ones) fundraising and membership packages and web-based options
around these days, I would always encourage you to consider them first
before you embark on a volunteer-developed system. If you have a truly
bespoke and specific requirement and you have a suitable volunteer then it is
an option, but go in with your eyes open.

15. Does your new database have a market of
independent developers, consultants or even
alternative suppliers/support companies? Can be
useful
Historically, it has tended to be the case that proprietary systems could only
be supported by the system supplier, whether this was because of licensing
issues or because there was no real market for independent/additional
resources to offer their services.
But now, there are plenty of solutions which charities can buy which do have a
market of independent consultants, trainers and third-party developers, and if
your new database does have that then (a) that offers flexibility and options
for you, and (b) it probably shows it is a mature product with a good clientbase which makes it worthwhile for independent consultants et al to be
offering their services.
Additionally, some solutions which have come from the for-profit market (such
as Salesforce, Microsoft CRM et al) are sold through resellers which means
that even if you purchase from and start with one such company, if you fall out
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with them or they go bust, then there should be many others which can still
support you; and if you want to know whether someone else can offer you
better service or benefits at any time then there is a good market to go to.

16. Yes, consider the Cloud for your new CRM
database, but not blindly forsaking all other
considerations!
The Cloud is currently one of the buzzwords in the IT industry and there is no
doubt that you may get great benefits from using it, and as such it makes
complete sense for you to consider using it for your new database – but not
blindly forsaking all other considerations. Treat it in the same way as you
would any other technology consideration in your procurement process and if
it turns out that your new database will be cloud-based then you will have
done that in a proper, structured way.
So what are the benefits of using the Cloud? In terms of the database
application itself, it will mean no installation problems and easy/automatic
(invisible) upgrades; and with the latest generation of web-based databases
being able to utilise far better technology, they can therefore provide flexibility
and customisation that is starting to really challenge traditional ‘client-based’
database applications that have historically provided richer functionality. It will
also be easy for anyone in your organisation to access the database from
wherever they are (providing they have at least a broadband connection), so
it’s great for charities with multiple/remote offices and home workers.
In terms of your infrastructure, the Cloud means you don’t need your own
database server and all the headaches/upgrades/licensing issues and IT
management which comes with that, and that can ultimately mean a lower
TCO (although not always!) and you can spread the costs more evenly; plus
it’s scalable – if you need more server space then that can be added in an
instant. And in terms of security, although that has to be a consideration,
some data centres will have far better security than your charity office ever
could!
But you also need to consider possible issues: from a pure database point of
view, you will have less choice of actual databases which are especially
written for the Cloud compared to ‘traditional’ fundraising databases (although
you can use your client-based systems and host them off-site instead), and
functionality may not be as rich as some of the better client-based systems –
don’t lose sight of these points at any stage.
Other considerations include: data protection and security does need to be
thought through – it isn’t impossible to ensure they are managed but don’t
ignore it; you will need excellent and fast enough communication links into the
Cloud, from all the locations where you want to access the database from,
and depending on its criticality to you, maybe even some redundancy; and
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don’t assume that the host will always do back-ups, ensure you regularly take
your own back-ups for good business continuity planning.

17. You don't have to buy from the largest supplier
if a smaller company is right for you
There is sometimes a belief in organisations that larger suppliers are always
best to buy from. After all, they offer stability, longevity, they are less
susceptible to staffing issues and in theory offer a lower risk.
But that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t buy from a smaller company if they are
right for you. Smaller companies are often more dynamic, hungry, won’t treat
you as a small fish in a big pond and they are potentially cheaper. And they
may be able to turn around new developments more quickly than a large
company where, quite understandably, development and new releases need
to be more structured. Yes, a smaller company may carry a different sort of
risk when looking at whether they will be around in 5 years, but unfortunately
in today’s climate, there is no guarantee a large company will definitely
survive for longer and might be just as likely to be taken over by another
company.

18. Consider the option of asking two short-listed
suppliers to prototype a specific element of your
requirements
When you are buying a new database, much of the traditional approach relies
on you interpreting what suppliers are saying to see if it matches your needs;
and vice versa – suppliers are also interpreting what you are asking for and
trying to explain you how they can meet your requirements. But this does
mean that there is some ‘leap of faith’ in terms of you accepting that a supplier
can do what you want, even if you create a detailed ITT, have comprehensive
presentations and visit reference sites. This is especially true for databases
which may have something other than ‘the norm’; i.e. if you really do just have
common, structured fundraising requirements and that’s all, then it may be
that doing the above can give you a pretty good idea as to which supplier is
best for you.
But one option you could take which would go some way to mitigating some of
the risk is to create a short-list of two to three suppliers (in whichever way you
choose) and then ask them to create a prototype for a specific element of your
requirements. Clearly, this is going to take them time and it also means a time
commitment for you too, so you need to be quite clear about this process right
at the start of the procurement process in order that the suppliers accept this;
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if they don’t then they can pull out of their tender process and you know where
you are.
But if you can achieve this, then you will be much further on in understanding
what a supplier can do, and as importantly, how they approach it. Because it
is likely that as part of any such prototype, the suppliers would need to spend
time with some of your staff to understand the need, and thus your staff can
learn how the supplier does that and whether their approach fits in with your
organisation’s way of working.

19. Get your users involved in the needs analysis
stage and keep up the communication
From a simple point of view of collating your operational requirements, clearly
your users should know what they need, especially if asked questions about
their roles and issues as opposed to simply asking what they want from a
database. But by doing this at an early stage in the project, it also helps
engage them in the whole process.
Thereafter, keep up the communication with them throughout the procurement
process and on into the implementation itself. Continual communication is
probably the simplest and quickest form of aiding user buy-in but
unfortunately, often one of the most under-utilised. It doesn’t need to be much,
e.g. a regular email to the end-users and/or through their managers, updates
on your intranet, a brief presentation at team meetings etc, they all help. And
you can get on-going feedback from the users too at all these times.

20. Consider using an independent database
consultant for your procurement. (Well, I had to say
it eventually!)
Of course you can do a procurement without a consultant but they can help.
Whether it is the right thing to do for you will depend on your situation (and,
let’s face it, budget!). So why use a consultant? Well, probably for the same
reasons for which you would consider any outsourcing:
♦

♦

They should be experts in the process. If you are (hopefully!) only doing a
procurement every 5-7 years or even less frequently, then it won’t be your
area of expertise. A consultant who does do this a lot should offer value
and benefit to you.
They can be a dedicated resource. Procurements do take time. If your
organisation doesn’t have the resource to manage a procurement then
bringing in someone else who can dedicate their time to it will mean you
can do it more efficiently.
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They should save you time and even money. Consultants know the
marketplace, they know the sort of costs you should be spending, they
know if/how you can get discounts from suppliers, they know how the
process works so they shouldn’t be getting anything fundamental wrong.
They provide an independent eye and an independent voice. It can help
sometimes to have an independent person to run a process which can
sometimes be quite political at some organisations. Consultants shouldn’t
have any drum to beat or colleagues to keep happy and they should be
able to thus look at it from a more business-focused, benefit-oriented way
than sometimes an organisation can do using internal staff.
They have experience from working with a wide range of other
organisations. I think this is one of the most useful things which a good
consultant can bring, as there is no doubt that learning time and again
from other successful (and maybe less successful) projects should mean
that they can help even better on every new project.

And a final word on my most recent experiences: I do offer procurement
consultancy but I am also an independent project manager. And one thing I
used to be a little uncomfortable about was helping a charity with a
procurement process and then just walking away when that was finished, with
no real accountability towards the subsequent implementation. Plus I walked
away with a lot of knowledge specific to that organisation which was then
wasted for them. So, now, if I can do, and if the charity has the inclination and
budget, I love to be able to offer a complete service from the start of
procurement right through to when you go-live with the new database. It
provides consistency, accountability, knowledge transfer and I genuinely
believe it ultimately provides a better solution for the charity.
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Costs
If you don’t already know, then do be aware that you can get special charity
pricing on Microsoft and many other software packages. In the USA, visit
TechSoup (www.techsoup.org) for more information, and in the UK, visit CTX
(www.ctxchange.org) or other suppliers listed on my web site at
www.itforcharities.co.uk.

21. When comparing costs, use a Total Cost of
Ownership (TCO) cost model: i.e. not just the
software but all costs
You must remember that (a) the new database software is only one element
within all your potential costs for a new system, and (b) that it is not just the
initial cost of the system which you need to cost – you should create a TCO
for, say, 5 years.
When considering TCO, there is the comparatively simple task of comparing
‘direct’ costs such as software, the supplier’s services, additional hardware
etc, and then often the more difficult/complex task of additional cost factors
such as internal IT HR support costs, electricity, de-commissioning etc.
Below, is a list of ‘direct’ costs which you should definitely be able to calculate
(although different suppliers may of course call them by different terms).
Although I would expect most/many to be needed within most CRM projects,
you may not need them all or you may of course need more. Use it as an
example and basic model – break it down in the best way for you so you can
compare and contrast the costs. By doing this, you can compare different
suppliers’ costs like-for-like.
The Database Application Software (and associated software)
♦
Core software / application software (including the number of concurrent
users/seats)
♦
Additional modules
♦
Customisation / Bespoke programming
♦
Reporting software
♦
Web software / web services
Implementation
Functional Specification / Analysis & Design
♦
Installation
♦
System configuration / System build
♦
Implementation
♦
System Integration – including synchronisation with your web site if
appropriate
♦
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Supplier’s Project Management
User Acceptance Testing support
Training (SuperUser training, end-user training, training materials)
Go-live support
Data Conversion (estimate or allowance)

Annual Support (Maintenance)
Application software Annual cost
♦
Additional software annual costs
♦
Hosting costs (if applicable)
♦

Third Party software
E.g. PAF software, banking software, new Office software needed

♦

Underlying Database software
E.g. SQL Server
♦
Client Access Licenses
♦

Hardware & associated (operating) software
♦
Server(s)
♦
Clients
♦
Communication links
You might also need/want to add annual maintenance costs for any such
hardware and infrastructure.
After doing this, you will have two “broad” costs – a first year cost (initial
implementation) and annual costs for each year thereafter. Thus, you can get
a 5 year TCO; and thus you may find that what seems to be cheaper/more
expensive in the first year may be more expensive/cheaper over the 5 year
period!
In terms of additional cost factors which help create TCO at a more
comprehensive level, you might include the following. Some of these will be
the same cost regardless of whichever supplier you select, or they might
break-down into a few groups (e.g. hosted vs non-hosted solutions).
♦
♦
♦
♦
♦
♦
♦
♦
♦
♦
♦
♦
♦
♦

Purchasing process
Operating Costs
Project Management
Internal IT staff
Internal Database/Marketing staff
Back-filling for project staff
Management time
Electricity and air-conditioning requirements
Floor space
Outage costs
Back-up/Recovery cost
Risk cost
Opportunity cost
Additional hardware such as UPS, racks
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22. Ask for costs in a structured way on your
ITT/RFP so that you can compare them more easily
When you ask for quotes from multiple suppliers, do it in a structured way so
that you can compare them. It isn’t always easy because different suppliers
will approach a project in different ways, using different terminology,
splitting/bundling costs depending on their solution etc; but try.
The sort of ‘headline’ areas I would consider include:
♦

♦
♦
♦
♦
♦

♦
♦
♦

Software: core module, additional modules (if any needed), any additional
bespoke development costs needed. Please quote for x and y concurrent
users/seats and detail costs if subsequent user licenses are required.
If the software is ‘rented per month’ then state the monthly cost per user.
Any hosting costs if appropriate.
Training.
Consultancy/Implementation/Project Management.
Support/Maintenance: First year’s support and subsequent annual support
– Suppliers should state exactly what this includes, including:
Whether or not future upgrades are included in the cost
Whether or not there are limits on calls to your support hot-line
Minor changes to the structure of the database
Help with creating reports
Any costs for remote support
Data conversion.
Any additional costs not included which relate to remote access needs.
Any other costs.

23. Compare costs like-for-like across suppliers

You need to compare costs like-for-like across suppliers – to compare “apples
with apples”. If you don’t then you won’t be able to see if one or another
supplier is really offering better value. If you are calculating costs using a TCO
model and getting costs in a structured way, then this will be easier.
What you are tying to avoid is where, for example, one supplier quotes for 10
concurrent users and another for 50, because then it is harder to compare
like-for-like. And be especially aware of services – if one supplier is quoting
£5000 for training, but another £8,000, then are you getting the same number
of days? The same approach? Training documentation? Use of their training
room?
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Of course, price alone does not mean that a particular database package is
better or worse than another one, but you need to understand the budgets as
part of your comparison.

24. Fixed cost implementations are usually
preferable but check carefully the deliverables &
any constraints
When you come to sign the contract, a fixed cost implementation is usually
preferable, especially for charity budgeting; i.e. as opposed to a project done
on time and materials. In actual fact, if you are doing a structured procurement
process and are working closely with the supplier(s) during this time, then you
will probably find that the costs you have asked them to provide for the
different items of the project mean that they lead to a fixed cost approach
anyway.
The key thing you need to do for such cost structures is check carefully the
deliverables which the contract says the supplier will be providing and any
constraints – i.e. any parts of the project where the supplier is only committing
to x days as opposed to a specific deliverable regardless of time; or where
they are specifying that a deliverable only has a specific scope, in which case
ensure that such a scope is what you want and expect.
If you do find that a supplier will not commit to a fixed price for a specific part
of the project then discuss how you could do some extra work initially to get a
fixed price, or if you accept time and materials, then ensure you monitor such
work closely when it comes to the implementation.

25. Negotiate payment based on project milestones
& don't pay it all up front
If a supplier asks you to pay the whole price of the project when you sign then
just say no! What are you going to do if the project goes askew and what
incentive does the supplier have to do the work on time and as effectively as
possible?
It is fair for the supplier to ask for a proportion of the cost at the time of
signing, and depending on the sort of solution you are buying, this may be the
whole cost of the software license. (After all, if you buy a fundraising package
and then don’t pay for any implementation assistance, you could still use the
package in its vanilla form and configure it yourself).
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But for the implementation period, agree further payments based on project
milestones – it isn’t too difficult, it might just need a bit of negotiation. It is also
traditional in the for-profit CRM sector not to pay any annual maintenance until
the database goes live; for some reason, some fundraising software suppliers
have historically asked for maintenance from the word go. Again, if it is a
simple package which you could in theory be using from day one of
installation then there may be some justification behind this, but if it is a
significant project with months of implementation work then ask to start your
annual maintenance only when the final work is delivered and signed-off.

26. Even after an initial quote based on an ITT, a
supplier may still need to do further requirements
analysis - and this may be chargeable
Even if you have created a thorough ITT, and even if a supplier has done their
very best to give you an accurate quote for your needs, it is still quite likely in
any significant database project that the supplier may still need to do further
requirements analysis before they can give you a fixed quote, and such work
may be chargeable. The amount of this work will depend on the size and
complexity of your project, just how detailed your ITT was, the number of staff
involved, the elapsed time since your initial needs analysis and so on. Your
initial needs analysis work will of course be useful at this stage – suppliers will
be able to use some of that, you will all have a better idea of the key areas
which need addressing and your staff will understand what they are being
asked and will have done much of the supporting work they need to do to help
the process. The benefit is that at the end of that work, the supplier and you
will be in a better position to confirm and approve the final cost.
As such, this sort of work should only be done when you have selected the
preferred supplier and you have done any other associated work to ensure
they are definitely the company you want to use. Ideally, this work would be
done before you sign a final contract with them, or at the very least, ensure
you have a clause in the contract which means you can still back-out after this
work if you are then not happy with their costings, approach or the work done.

27. Do allocate a contingency budget; sadly, many
database implementations end up needing it
Even with a good procurement process and subsequent project
management, it is quite possible that you will run over-budget. Something will
come up during the project which you hadn’t considered, a key resource may
fall ill, or a new opportunity may arise which is just too good to delay. So if you
have a contingency budget then that will help.
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The issue, of course, is that some project managers and some charities can
see this contingency budget as part of the main budget which they can just dip
into whenever they want. So you need to have a strong authorisation/approval
process for the use of the contingency. (And it is not there to manage scope
creep! That is a separate issue altogether which should be managed in its
own way).
How much contingency? 20% is a good starting point and some consultants
will recommend more: but much more and personally I think that is getting into
the realms of poor budget setting in the first place. If we are really that
concerned that the project could go that much further over-budget then do
some more work at that time or at the outset to get a firmer cost.

28. Never under-estimate the costs and complexity
of synchronising data across multiple databases
If you are considering procuring a new database but you have other, existing
databases in your organisation which you are not intending to replace but with
which you want to share the data from your new database, then do not underestimate the costs and complexity of synchronising data across multiple
systems.
At a simple level, where all you intend to do is to transfer data one way from
one system to another, then even that will still cost and take time and
resources. But if you really want to ‘synchronise’ data between two or more
databases (i.e. so you can update data in all the systems and then transfer
updates between them) then “Two way synchronisation” like this takes a lot of
thought and consideration and is far more complex.
For example: imagine if one of your users updates a supporter’s address on
one database on the same day as another user updates the same individual’s
address on another database, but they do it slightly (or completely) differently.
When you come to the (say) nightly synchronisation of the systems, which
update do you take as being correct? And then you have other fundamental
considerations: do all systems have the same entity/data structures –
probably not, so data can be difficult to map; if you are not careful you can get
into an infinite loop of updating all databases with the same data; adding new
supporter records needs careful attention; managing deletions on such
systems can be very difficult; and how will you ensure there is ‘guaranteed
delivery’ of all synchronised updates? Unless you have to implement this
approach, and you have a good technical team, and plenty of money and
time, then I would personally try to avoid it. It’s not impossible, just very
difficult!
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29. Check whether future upgrades are included in
your annual maintenance costs
If you are buying a ‘traditional’ fundraising or membership package, or if you
are buying a more ‘generic’ CRM system, then check what future upgrades
are included in any annual maintenance cost you take. This can be one of the
best benefits of a good package with a good history of such upgrades and
with a company who can demonstrate they are planning future upgrades too.
But check whether all such upgrades are included and whether there is any
additional cost you need to foot when you do receive such upgrades.
Some suppliers distinguish between what they call ‘major point’ and ‘minor
point’ upgrades. For example, if you buy version 2.1 of their database then
their ‘minor point’ updates to 2.2. 2.3 etc may be included, but if they then
move to version 3, then such ‘major point’ upgrades may not be included or
may have caveats. Find out and then also find out how and when they are
planning their next few releases. You don’t want to buy version 2.5 to find that
the next release is v 3.0 in 6 months time and thus you will immediately get hit
with an additional charge.
NB: Different suppliers may treat their version numbering of their software in
different ways, so don’t rely on my definitions above – do clarify with each
supplier if they do differentiate between minor and major upgrades and if so,
then how they define that.

30. Don’t skimp on training costs

In too many database procurements, everyone trots out the mantra, “we won’t
skimp on training costs…” and then later on they do. Don’t! It is undoubtedly
one of the most important success factors in an implementation, so when you
are budgeting during the procurement phase, don’t cut your training budget.
Please.

31. Consider the cost of decommissioning your
existing database
How much of a factor this particular point is will probably depend on the size
of your organisation and existing database. All organisations will have some
cost, even if it is the minimal consideration of archiving a small Access
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database. But for larger charities, there could be other costs such as the
following:
♦

♦

♦

♦

♦

♦
♦

Are there any contractual obligations you have with your existing supplier?
Do you need to give them any ‘notice period’?
Are you committed to any third-party software maintenance deals which
you might not be carrying forward to your new database? E.g. PAF
software, banking software.
If you are hosting your current server, are there notice periods for your
monthly/annual fees?
Do you have any agreements with third-party data suppliers or fulfilment
houses which you won’t be taking forward?
Do you need to store/archive existing copies of your current database?
How long for? Are there any licensing implications for that? Hardware
considerations?
What to do with an old server?
Are there internal HR considerations/costs?

With any luck, the only cost you will have when you stop using your existing
database will be to un-install it and turn off/re-commission the server!

32. Remember to include the cost of third party
applications in your budget, e.g. PAF software,
banking software
Don’t forget that the software which your supplier sells you may not be the
only software you need to buy. Other applications such as PAF software,
banking software, mapping software, report writers may all be needed. Plus,
back-up software (although I sometimes find that might come under another
department’s budget).

33. A key cost will be the need to back-fill the roles
of the people involved on the project
implementation team
Unless you are going to implement a very small solution, it is highly likely that
at least some of your staff will need to spend dedicated time on the project
implementation. In which case, you will need to back-fill their roles during that
period. In which case, budget for that during the procurement phase so that
you have the budget and everyone in the organisation agrees.
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34. Are any reports included in the costs? Not
critical but good if so
When a supplier gives you a quote for their database and implementation,
check whether that includes the creation of any reports for your specific
requirements. Even if the database comes with ‘canned’ (pre-defined) reports,
it is quite possible that you will need at least some reports which are more
specific to your requirements, or at the very least, the adaption/configuration
of a few canned reports.
If the quote does include such work then that’s good – although check exactly
what they are offering, how many reports or if there are any restrictions on the
complexity of the reports. If it doesn’t include such work then that’s not critical
but be sure to budget for this requirement, either for additional work from the
supplier or for doing it in-house – and don’t forget to allow for such differences
appropriately in your comparison of quotes so you can compare like-for-like.

35. Free software doesn't mean zero cost

I love the concept of open source and free software, I really do. But I get
equally frustrated and concerned that some organisations believe that free
software equates to spending no money at all on a database implementation.
There are many other costs to consider, explicit and hidden or misunderstood, and charities need to recognise these and go in with their eyes
open if they choose to use free software in any of its guises. Here are just a
few you should consider:
♦

♦

♦

Development costs. Even if you use open source database software or
“existing” software you already own (such as Microsoft Access) or a free
web-based system, then you are still going to need the database to be
developed or customised for your needs. And for some of these systems it
is highly likely you won’t have the skills in-house and you will therefore
need to recruit/pay for an external developer.
Training and consultancy. The software may be free but companies and
consultants who provide free and open source software, understandably,
need to make their income somehow, and training and consultancy during
your implementation may not be free.
Data migration and data cleaning. If you have an existing
database/spreadsheet then you will need to transfer that data into your
new system. As per above, companies may well charge you for such a
service.
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On-going Development and Maintenance. It is almost definite that you will
need some further development and changes made to the initial database
you implement. Whether this is because your requirements change, or
future opportunities arise, or bug fixes are needed; or the actual database
software you are using will need upgrading, whether it is the "underlying
database" or the actual application itself when new versions come out.
Support. How are you going to get on-going support, even whilst you aren't
developing the software? Will your free supplier always be there, will an
individual always be around to help as quickly as you need them to? Will
their skills deteriorate? And even if the database software is free, if you
have internal IT staff then they will still need to support the database in
some way, whether explicitly in its development or just in terms of ongoing, every-day running, back-ups and so on.
Hardware and IT infrastructure.
Hosting and communication costs.

36. Check what suppliers’ daily rates will be after
your initial project. They can be different if your
implementation costs were discounted
A simple thing to check, but make sure you do. Because if the supplier really
wanted your business then they may well have discounted their daily rate for
your initial implementation, but thereafter, it might revert to a higher rate.
That’s not necessarily a problem, but you do need to know if it is the case.

37. Ask the suppliers directly what costs are not
included in their quote
There will be some! In two broad ways:
♦

♦

Costs which maybe should have been on their quote but for one reason or
another are not: maybe because you didn’t know of a specific requirement
at the time you created your ITT but which has arisen since (e.g. during
demos), or an item which the supplier considers “optional” such as
Installation assistance, or where one supplier had quoted for an item but
another has not. If any of this is the case then it doesn’t necessarily mean
the supplier is being underhand, it could be a genuine oversight on your or
their behalf. But better to know and understand this in the procurement
phase when you are still finalising budgets.
Costs which aren’t part of a supplier’s quote but which they should be
aware of and thus they could help you a lot by highlighting them. For
example, third-party software such as PAF software, banking software etc,

25

101 Tips on How to Buy Fundraising Software

21 – 39: Costs

which would be closely connected to the supplier’s solution. And costs
which although clearly not the responsibility of the supplier are clearly
costs you will need to foot and thus the supplier should in all faith at least
discuss or make you aware of them; e.g. web development for, say,
integrating a new web portal; project manager/back-fill costs for your
project staff; hardware, Office software, changes to fulfilment files; and so
on.
Just how much a supplier should help you on this is subjective; at the end
of the day it is not their responsibility but if you ask what costs are not
included then the suppliers which understand projects better will at least
raise these points with you.

38. Purchase time is the best time to get discounts,
so if you expect to increase the number of your
licenses later, bargain at that time!
Suppliers will often give discounts when you are actually buying their system
whereas once you are a client, it will be far harder for you to bargain then to
get discounts on further licenses. So, if you know that even though you are
going to start with n concurrent users but you feel you may well upgrade
within, say, 6 to 12 months, then see if you can negotiate a discount on those
additional licenses at the time of your purchase. You need to agree a
timescale for when any such discount structure is valid – it’s not fair to expect
a supplier to offer an open-ended deal on that.

39. If a supplier provides a discount on a previous
quote, check you are still getting the same software
& services
If you do get an initial quote and then for whatever reason the supplier offers
you a second quote at a discounted amount, then the first thing you should do
(unless you know you are getting a different proposal) is check with a fine
toothcomb if you are getting exactly the same proposal as you did first time
around – exactly the same software with the same licenses and modules, and
exactly the same services with the same number of days, level of support staff
and so on. And if so, great – that’s a proper and decent discount. But if not
then go back and point that out to the supplier – a discount that has actually
cut down on software or services isn’t a discount at all, it’s a revised quote for
a different solution. Give them a chance to explain or make amends but if they
won’t then you need to consider whether the new quote is really what you
want. Don’t get hoodwinked!
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One other thing to consider around discounts is if a supplier offers you a huge
discount and it is pretty much for the same solution as they were previously
proposing. Especially if they have done this unprompted because you have
just told them that you don’t want their database. This may sound like a
wonderful occurrence (!) but do take a few moments just to consider why they
are doing that. Is there a genuine reason that they are offering you such a
large discount or is there some desperation on their behalf?
I would suggest that you do consider carefully before you sit down with them
again. I do know of instances where this has happened and it has worked
because the supplier has been able to explain the commercial reasons for
such a difference but in general I have found that clients are quite suspicious
of such instances and even a little disgruntled. (Why didn’t they offer me that
price in the first place? How much profit were they making originally?) So just
tread carefully, research other sales they have done, discuss it closely with
the supplier. And if at the end of that you are not comfortable then walk away
– it isn’t worth the risk; but if at that point you believe beyond any reasonable
doubt that you really are getting a good deal from a good supplier then go for
it!
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Hardware and IT Infrastructure

40. Make sure you allow a budget for hardware and
IT infrastructure costs
One of the most common complaints about a database is ‘It’s too slow…’ and
often this is because the database is running on hardware/an IT infrastructure
which is too old for the new solution or under-specified. Don’t be tempted to
keep old systems if they really do not match a new database’s requirements.
If you have had a database for some time (or not had one at all) then you may
find that new databases require newer technology. Depending on your
existing systems, you may therefore need to invest in a new database server
(quite likely), maybe more than one depending on the size of your
organisation/requirements. Some of your workstations (i.e. PCs, clients) may
also need replacing or upgrading – again, probably depending on their age.
You may therefore need to increase RAM, upgrade an operating system or
buy new PCs. All this can add up.
And if you have remote offices/users then remember it may not just be their
computers which need consideration; you should also review their
communication links such as broadband connections and links between
offices.
One option you could consider to help budgeting for hardware is virtualisation,
which in practise means reducing the number of servers required by ‘sharing
and optimising’ their resources. Bear in mind that’s a very simplified
description! But plenty of charities are now using virtualisation on their CRM
projects.

41. Get your IT department/support company
involved early to determine hardware and
infrastructure requirements
Whether you have an internal IT department or use a third-party company to
provide IT support, get them involved at an early stage in your project to
discuss hardware requirements. Even before you approach any supplier, your
IT team might be able to tell you of any problems they suspect could an issue
(e.g. an old server, slow communication links to remote offices, back-up
devices, maybe even new third-party software which they are about to install
and thus might have compatibility issues with older database software). And
definitely, once you are engaging possible suppliers, ensure you get all the
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hardware specifications from the suppliers and show these to your IT support
so that they can discuss what is needed and what sort of costs you would
need to consider.
It is also likely that they will need to be involved at a very early stage in the
actual implementation in terms of procuring hardware and maybe installing
software, so start to plan ahead for that with them as soon as you can. Don’t
suddenly announce to them that you need a new server next week!

42. A supplier’s “minimum recommended hardware”
is just that. Consider your own needs and
performance requirements
Many suppliers provide “minimum recommended hardware” specifications,
and of course, because budgets are always an issue for charities, often these
recommendations are automatically purchased. But it is worth considering if
they will definitely provide what you need and the performance which you
expect.
For example: If some of your users will be on the phone to donors or
supporters and looking-up records in real-time, then they need to have
hardware which will let them access such information as quickly as possible –
are the “minimum recommendations” sufficient for that, or are they going to be
too slow? By increasing RAM on servers and clients, a comparatively cheap
option, can you get significantly better performance? And if you have a high
volume of data and you want to run complex segmentations for your direct
marketing campaigns, then the time to do this will start to add-up. Would a
more powerful, or even a dedicated server help?
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Data Migration

43. Don’t under-estimate the time and effort needed
for data migration
Data migration is unfortunately one of those topics which deserves an entire
chapter (or short book!) to itself. So whatever you do, don’t under-estimate the
time and effort needed for data migration from your existing system(s). There
are so many factors involved with a data migration project that it is impossible
to predict how long any average migration would take but it will take specialist
and dedicated resources both at your supplier and within your own
organisation.
My three key tips for any data migration are:
♦

♦

♦

Create a Mapping document. You need to define exactly where in your
new database all the fields in your old database will be mapped to. Put it in
writing. Review it, clarify it, validate it. You might also define specific rules
so that data from certain old fields could get mapped to different new fields
depending on the value in the old field, or certain records do/don’t get
migrated at all depending on a particular code/field value.
Test Test Test. The minimum number of ‘trial iterations’ you should do is
two, and for more complicated data migrations you may require more.
After each iteration, test. Test record counts, financial totals, eye-ball
records for field level matching, do performance testing, stress testing, test
business processes, security, do regression testing. And so on and so on.
Test test test.
Make sure you don’t treat a new database implementation purely as a data
migration project - and don't do a data migration project without
remembering why you are implementing the new database in the first
place. It is easy to do, to get so involved with the granular level of data that
you lose sight of why you are implementing a new database in the first
place. Remember the project benefits. Of course the data migration is a
key element in a database implementation, and it can make-or-break at
least the initial phase of such an implementation, but it’s not the be-all-andend-all.
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44. Don’t expect your data to magically be cleaner
or more accurate just by buying a new database
It is historically one of the most well-known but trite sayings in the IT industry:
“garbage in, garbage out”. But it’s true! So if you have poor data quality in
your current database, don’t expect it to magically be cleaner just because
you buy a new and better system.
Of course, we hope that a new system will ultimately improve the data quality
of your future data capture, and it might also help you clean your migrated
data over time. For example, better data integrity tools such as look-up tables
(a.k.a. drop-down tables), properisation on fields, PAF software, business
rules on inter-dependency of fields (e.g. if a title = Mr, then the gender should
be Male etc), validation checks, defaults and so on.
But if your data was entered inaccurately on your old database then just
because the new database can store it more efficiently, doesn’t automatically
clean it. You should therefore build-in a data quality programme if you believe
your existing data is not up to scratch. Whether you do this before you migrate
the data or afterwards depends on your resources to hand and on the data
management tools in your new database. For example, if your new system
has the ability to do mass updates simply then it may be better to do such
changes in the new database. But even that can’t fix an incorrect address or a
mis-spelt name – that is something you need to consider whatever database
you procure.

45. Don’t expect the supplier to provide a fixed price
on data migration until they have seen your data
Data migration is notoriously difficult for suppliers to provide a fixed cost
unless they see your data. They can’t really base it purely on the number of
records you have because you might have any number of entities or fields;
and they can’t really just factor in entities and fields because they won’t have
seen the quality of your data or the structure of your existing database.
So I always consider it perfectly fine for suppliers to provide an estimate and
then to give you a fixed quote after reviewing your data in more detail. Some
suppliers might even take a copy of your data during the initial discussions
and base an initial estimate on at least a certain amount of studying of your
data, which would hopefully be comparatively accurate. If you are concerned
that the fixed quote might be far higher than the estimate, then you might
decide that, once selecting a preferred supplier, you ask them to provide a
fixed quote at that point, before signing a final contract with them.
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I would always prefer a fixed price on this sort of work because you can
budget for that far more easily than ‘time and materials’, and it is the sort of
work which you can define and clarify comparatively easily in a contract.
Of course, some companies may offer you a fixed price without seeing your
data, in which case you need to make a call as to whether you think that is a
good deal or not. If so, then providing you can agree an exact specification
and delivery for what they are doing for you, then go for it!

46. Find out from the supplier exactly how they will
help with data migration & what their experience is
Don’t assume anything when it comes to how your supplier will help with data
migration. Ask and then get them to document exactly what they will do, how
and when. For example: who is expected to extract the data from your current
database? If you then in what file format? How will the data be delivered
securely to/from your office and theirs? What sort of mapping document will
be created and by whom? How many iterations of trial migrations are
involved?
And during the procurement process, find out what their experience is. It’s
ideal if they have migrated from your existing database to their own database
before, but I don’t consider that essential (as long as you have someone
within your organisation who understands how your existing data structure
works). Far more important is that they can demonstrate a structured and
knowledgeable approach to data migration projects.
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Integration
47. Consider how to integrate the database with
your web site. This can be one of the most costly
and time-consuming elements
In some ways, integrating data between your web site and your
fundraising/membership database is the same as integrating between any two
databases. However, web sites which offer the ability for users to update their
own record or can take online donations, online event registrations etc,
provide specific issues to consider.
Ideally, if your database supplier offers “built-in” functionality/modules which
can synchronise/update your web database with your main (CRM/back-end)
database, such as API functionality/web services, then that is an ideal way to
go, at least for your CRM-oriented usage. Your web design team might see it
differently depending on how creative they want to be, how specific they are
about the CMS they use and its contact management functions.
In terms of membership organisations, it is such a common requirement now
for membership-based organisations that most membership packages do now
provide this functionality one way or another.
But if that isn’t an option, and you need to start transferring data files between
your database and your web site (e.g. csv files) then that starts to become far
more difficult and time-consuming. In the same way as, elsewhere in this
book, the issues of two-way synchronisation are explained, this will have the
same potential issues.
Whatever the case, do not under-estimate the time, consideration, cost and
resources it will take. If a supplier says it is simple, take that with a pinch of
salt. Go find out for yourself how true this is, either by talking to existing clients
of that supplier and/or by getting the supplier to show you in more detail just
how they can do it.
And it may be that you do need some technical expertise to achieve this. If so
and you have such skills in-house then that’s fine; if not, then budget either for
getting someone in to help you or using the supplier.
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48. Find out how flexible the system is for importing
data from different sources
You are bound to want to import data from all sorts of sources, whether it is
for appeals, from fulfilment houses, online event sponsorship web sites, data
cleaning exercises, your web site, data enhancement agencies and so on. So
the more flexible the database is for importing data the better.
A few things to look for:
♦
How does it match existing records/data? Just on main URNs? Name and
address?
♦
If it finds a match, how does it treat new data? Updated data? One-to-one
and one-to-many data entities?
♦
How does it check for duplicate records on the database? What can it do if
it finds a dupe?
♦
Can it match on Email address? More and more useful. Even mobile
phone numbers?
♦
Can you import and update all fields on the database? Including userdefined fields?
♦
Does it maintain an audit of previous data?
♦
Can it import such data without the need for any specialist technical
knowledge, without having to repeat set-up processes and with the
minimum of separate import files?
If the software does not do some of the above then it doesn’t mean you
should ignore it unless they are business critical to your needs; it just means
you know where the restrictions are what resources you will need for this sort
of work.

49. If you get data feeds from fulfilment houses
remember the cost & time needed to reformat those
feeds for your new database
If you do get data feeds/files from fulfilment houses or any similar third-party
organisation (e.g. online donation web sites), then it will be extremely unlikely
that the existing format of such files which you currently have to load into your
existing database will be the same for a new database system. You will
almost definitely need time and budget to re-format the files for the new
database. This might mean approaching the fulfilment house themselves and
asking them to change the file, or you might be able to re-format the file inhouse if you are already doing this, but it will need work either way.
One consideration you could add at this point, especially if you import multiple
files from different sources, is whether you could look at standardising them in
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a single file format. This is becoming quite popular and if you are lucky
enough to be a larger charity or an organisation which carries some influence,
then you may find it easier to persuade third-party organisations to adapt to
your wishes. It will really help you ultimately in terms of on-going maintenance
and change, consistency and support, and if you add new feeds in the future
or swap to a new fulfilment house then it is far more cost-effective in terms of
procurement to approach them with a standard file format which you can insist
they provide.

50. If you have critical third-party applications you
integrate with, ask suppliers about their experience
with them
Integration will be one of the most difficult, time-consuming and possibly costly
aspects of your implementation. So if a supplier does have specific
experience of working with the most important third-party applications to you
then that should be of great benefit to you. Not only in terms of time and
learning and thus cost, but in the confidence which you will have in them and
which they will have knowing that their product can deliver what you need in
what can be a tricky area.
If they don’t have direct experience with application X but they have worked
with a similar application then that is a good second-bet. And if they don’t
have such experience but they can demonstrate understanding of what you
need, they discuss it well, understand your issues and potential problems,
have a good reputation for having good technical staff and so on, then even
then I wouldn’t worry, it’s just that it may not be quite as ideal.
That said, just because a company has got experience with integrating with
application X doesn’t mean they definitely do it well! Be sure to ask other
clients how they did find such work which the supplier did for them.
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Creating an ITT Document
Whether or not you are going to follow the process of a formal Invitation to
Tender (ITT) you will definitely need to create a Request for Proposal (RFP)
or Statement of Requirements (SOR). The following therefore apply as much
to any such document, whatever you call it.

51. Ask for system requirements and performance
figures for at least twice your expected record
numbers
It is highly likely you will increase the size of your database over the next few
years, so don’t just plan for and buy hardware based on your current volumes.
And remember that volumes are not just your number of contacts (donors/
supporters), but donations/transactions and contact history/communication
records too. Those entities will increase in size much more quickly than the
main contact records.

52. Don't underestimate the time needed to read &
compare suppliers’ responses to ITTs
The first time I ever helped a charity issue an ITT, and we got back 8 thick
responses, I couldn’t believe how long it took to go through them all to do a
thorough and comprehensive analysis! You need to be able to do this so you
can compare them in a structured way, like-for-like, so you are fair to them all
and obviously so that you can find out which is the best solution for you. So do
allow enough time to do that.
Again, it is almost impossible to tell you how long to allow for this, as ITTs can
be any length, different complexities, different types and so on. But I find that
even if I have a comparatively standard ITT and I have sent it to 3 or 4
suppliers, that I can easily spend 2 days dedicated purely to reading,
understanding and creating just an initial cost comparison.
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53. If you create an ITT, don’t just ask yes/no
questions, but get the suppliers to give fuller
answers to some questions
Some traditional Invitation to Tender documents have a long list of questions
which primarily ask the supplier to tick whether they can deliver a particular
function/requirement. The trouble with this is that suppliers may (quite
understandably) interpret them in a way in which they can say yes to a
question when actually what they can deliver may not be exactly what you are
looking for. Clearly, well asked questions can help alleviate this, as can not
simply asking for a yes/no answer but broadening the scope for the supplier’s
ticked-response so that you can ask if they can deliver ‘out of the box’ or ‘with
configuration’, ‘with customisation/bespoke development’ etc. However, even
then, you get a limited and maybe skewed view of what the supplier can really
offer and, more importantly, what they understand about your requirements.
(Plus, some suppliers answer so many similar ITTs, that they don’t really
consider an organisation’s specific needs).
So, instead/in addition, ask ‘open’ questions which force a supplier to write a
fuller, more detailed answer. This will enable you to see if they do understand
what you are asking, you will get more information from them, and the supplier
themselves can emphasise any particular things they think will really help your
organisation in a better way than simply by ticking boxes.
It may move away from the classic ‘scoring’ system of ITT responses but it
adds a different level of understanding.

54. If you create an ITT, incorporate it into your
contract with the supplier
If you are going to create an ITT and thus have the suppliers answer
questions as to what they can and can’t do, then it makes sense to
incorporate this into your contract with the actual supplier you select. Tell
them you are going to do this within the ITT document itself so they know that
what they put in writing is not just lip-service – and if they are not willing to do
this then what does that mean about how they have answered your questions
in the ITT?
I do realise that the questions and responses in ITT documents can be
interpreted differently by the charity and the supplier, and thus if it ever got to
the stage of arguing over a point in the ITT then it may not be possible to force
a point; but that really isn’t the point. A charity must have the ability to hold the
supplier to account as much as possible and this is a fundamental starting
point.
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55. If creating an ITT, be fair & give suppliers
enough time to respond - but still keep deadlines as
tight as feasible
If you are going to create an ITT then there isn’t much point in giving suppliers
such a tight deadline that they can can’t respond to you in a meaningful way –
i.e. the point of an ITT is to find out if and how a supplier can meet your
requirements so if they don’t have the time to do that fully then you won’t get a
true picture of their abilities.
I can’t give you a specific timescale to follow because it will of course depend
on the size of your ITT, the type of ITT, the complexity of your requirements
within it, what you are expecting from it and possibly even the time of the year.
But let’s put it this way: I would never ask a supplier to respond in less than
two weeks and even that timescale is very tight unless it is a very simple
tender – after all, a supplier’s key person might be on holiday or they might
need to check things internally, and they will (hopefully!) be busy selling as
well during that time. Far more realistic is a four to six week turnaround.
However, don’t be bullied by suppliers into giving much longer response
times; if they want your work then they will find a way to respond. And you and
they need something of a semi-aggressive timescale to ensure the project
doesn’t stall or go off the boil.

56. Include processes in your ITT/Statement of
Requirements, not just lists of required functions
When you are doing your needs analysis, it is comparatively simple to collate
your required functionality. But as discussed throughout this book, your
business processes are just as critical and the benefits you may get from
reviewing those can be some of the key benefits from the project. So if you
can define and include such processes in your ITT/SOR then not only will it
help you with the whole project, it will help the suppliers put into context the
specific functional requirements you also list.
Not many charities do this so if you can then you will be one step ahead of the
game.
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References

57. Ask the supplier for a reference who used to be
unhappy with them but who is now a happy client
I have to admit that I didn’t originally come up with this question! When I was a
salesman, I was once asked this by a potential buyer and it struck me as such
a great question that I have remembered it ever since. Basically, no supplier is
ever going to give you a reference for a client who is truly unhappy with their
service, they will, quite understandably, always want to give you references of
their happiest clients.
So, this question strikes an excellent balance. It gives the supplier the chance
to still give you a reference for one of their happy clients, but it also allows you
to understand from another charity a bit more about how the supplier works
compared to just talking with someone who raves about their software. And,
really, if the supplier chooses well, then it gives them a far better reference
than most other sort of recommendations.

58. Ideally, talk to a number of the supplier’s
references, not just one or two
Taking references is a common practise, but very often, charities only speak
to one or two other organisations who use a supplier’s software. Why not
speak to more? You don’t have to physically visit them all (although I would
certainly recommend that you do visit some – speaking face-to-face always
provides a different and usually more effective dynamic than speaking on the
phone), you can just telephone some; and you don’t necessarily need the
same person in your organisation to make all the phone calls, providing you
are all asking the same questions and approaching the calls in the same way
so you can compare responses.
Suppliers themselves may only give you a limited number of references so if
you do want to follow this tip then you may need to take it on yourself to find
other users and charities who already use the supplier(s) you are considering.
If you do do this, then some suppliers may grumble that you are going behind
their back, but it is your prerogative and one of the great things about working
in the charity sector in that most people are so willing to share experiences
and thoughts.
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59. Ask the supplier if you can attend one of their
user groups before you actually buy the software
Attending a user group will mean that you see the supplier in a completely
different environment. You will be able to talk to many users, you will hear and
see first hand what they like and what they complain about, and you will be
able to see how the supplier handles all such situations.
Whether you can do this will partly depend on whether the supplier is
comfortable with you doing this, although I find that more and more of the
better suppliers are, but also you may need to be lucky in terms of timing. If
the supplier only has a user group meeting once a year then of course it may
not be practical for you to wait until their next such meeting.

60. Talk to other charities about the process(es)
they took when buying a new database
Okay, I hope this book helps you, but don’t miss out on one of the best
sources you can get for tips on how to manage and run a procurement
process! Do talk to other charities – it is a wonderful sector to work in where
people do share their experiences so do use the opportunity. And give back
your experience to other organisations when they come knocking at your
door.
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Software and Licensing
61. Newer "generic" CRM (XRM) databases are now
challenging traditional fundraising databases; worth
considering
There are a series of databases which are more “generic” CRM systems (e.g.
Salesforce, Microsoft CRM, Zoho, Pivotal, even Siebel) and which are now
starting to challenge the more traditional fundraising databases (i.e. ASI,
Blackbaud, DonorPerfect, IRIS et al) and they are certainly worth considering
for some charities and some applications. Many were originally aimed at and
adopted by the for-profit sector first so this brings pros and cons with it.
By “generic” I mean that they have core CRM functionality within a “packagelike” solution but they are not necessarily charity-focused in their overall
strategy and they are just as likely to be found in use in other industries - but
because of their flexibility for configuration, customisation and development,
and their cost structure, they are becoming far more popular now as options
for the not-for-profit sector. They are an exciting option.
Some of them are challenging the software license model which the traditional
fundraising database suppliers still mostly follow, because whereas
fundraising package licenses can be expensive, generic CRM software
licenses themselves tend to be quite cheap and the main cost is in the
designing, development and implementation of the system and/or in
purchasing a ‘templated’ version.
Thus you may get the best of both worlds: a package where the heart of it has
fundamental contact management and associated functions such as querying,
reporting etc, and which is thus upgraded with new versions over the years,
but which also offers you the ability to add bespoke or customised areas for
your charity-oriented requirements. In addition, some such systems now have
“templated” charity options offered by commercial companies. You also have
the flexibility of using different support companies as most such systems are
sold and developed through resellers; and they have a far wider customer
base than any charity supplier.
However, bear in mind the possible downsides: Most won’t have charity
functionality although, as mentioned above, some now have charity bolt-ons,
although that might be a higher risk strategy to attempt to implement such
systems than traditional packages; templated versions are just a starting
point; costs can start to add-up even if the software licenses are good value; &
suppliers (re-sellers) may not have such good charity/fundraising knowledge
as charity package suppliers; and you could be re-inventing the wheel.
But they are worth considering.
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62. Open Source doesn't mean a database is good or
bad: it still comes down to your requirements
I know money talks in the NFP sector but I am still constantly amazed at how
often the question, “Which database should I buy?” is answered with the
name of an open source system just because "it's free" and "you can build it
yourself". So what? Aside from the fact that it's not necessarily zero cost (you
still need to host it, develop it, support it, maintain it, maybe be trained in it
etc), it doesn't mean it is the right answer. In fact, the right answer is, “What
do you want it to do?”
Now don't get me wrong: before the open source advocates get on their high
horses, I should say that I am a fan of open source software - in the same way
that I am a fan of packages and SAAS. And I have seen good and bad
implementations of all types of databases, open source and otherwise. I am a
fan of the right tool being used for the right application. After all, you wouldn't
accept a free bicycle if you have to transport a family of four.
So, as per the central message of this book, before you buy or implement
anything, ask yourself, what do I need it to do? And then, sure, go ahead and
look at Open Source databases if you want to, and consider them against all
other options, but look at them all once you know what you want to do with
them.

63. The days of overly-limited package software are
numbered: look for flexibility & customisability
I have discussed on several occasions in this book how there is a bit of a
revolution within the software which charities and nonprofits can now
purchase. Some of this is genuinely due to new technology being able to
provide more flexible and customisable solutions and some of it is due to
more and better competition, either from within the traditional fundraising
database suppliers or from newer, outside solutions which are now angling at
the charity market.
In my opinion, one of the key things that this means is that the days of the
more fixed package solution are numbered – there is just too much good,
flexible, customisable, more dynamic software now available. Of course,
packages will still be around for some years to come, and even if some are
still on the restrictive side they will still survive for the time being. But I believe
that the way forward is for a company to be able to provide a central concept
of a CRM solution, preferably one with functions and typical requirements that
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a charity has, but where it can now be configured and developed in many
more ways than packages have previously been able to.

64. Beware of "vaporware": promises that a future
release will soon have all the functionality you ask
for
When you ask a supplier if they can do a specific function and they say no,
but it is coming in a future release then you may need to think carefully. There
is a sometimes-too-common concept amongst software suppliers known as
“vaporware” which is when a supplier promises a function will come soon but
it never does materialise.
It is sometimes difficult to distinguish between a genuine promise with a real
plan that a function will be released and vaporware, so here are a few tips to
look out for:
♦

♦

♦

♦

The best plan is of course to get the supplier to commit in writing that they
will be delivering the function within an agreed timescale, and if they don’t
then you can either hold back some payment until they do deliver it or they
should have a financial penalty. This is most important if the function you
require is especially important for you.
Ask them to show you any documented plans they have for the particular
function(s). If they just show you a single piece of paper with the word
‘roadmap’ on it then you may wonder if that is really going to happen. But if
they are able to show you functional specifications or research they have
done already then that shows more commitment.
If other existing clients they have are also waiting for this function then that
is probably a good sign.
Ask some of their other clients what sort of track record they have in
delivering promises such as this.

65. Ask whether you can segment the database on
any and all fields you have in the database,
including user-defined fields
This is a key point: you are going to want to segment your database for all
sorts of reasons, from mailings to reports. And to be able to do that most
effectively and to the best of your ability, you want to be able to segment on
any field. It is not just about income and it is not just about geo-demographics
– if you record a piece of data specific to your organisation, then you may well
want to be able to segment the database on it at some point.
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This should include any user-defined fields which you add to the system.
Whether this is an issue depends a bit on how such fields are added, which
depends in turn on the approach the solution takes; e.g. whether it simply
provides “spare fields” which you can rename, or whether you can create
completely new tables and fields.

66. Does the software allow you to make changes to
incorporate terminology appropriate to your
organisation?
When people start to use a new database, if the terminology it uses on its
screens and data entry forms is familiar to them then it is going to help useracceptance and it will be likely to be adopted more quickly. So if you can
make changes to your new database to incorporate your organisation’s
terminology then that will help.
The system doesn’t have to be able change every little nuance to the words
and terms you want, and even if it could then it might be very difficult and
time-consuming to implement. Some words are more acceptable within the
sector and people understand them quickly so that is fine. But if you can’t
change any field names or some fields have code values which are ‘hard
coded’ and thus can’t be changed, then some of your users might struggle
more with system acceptance.

67. If you have specific security needs for specific
users/data, then check any new database can
manage them
Security is a very specific need but a very important one, and if you have
explicit security requirements then do make sure that any new database can
manage them, whether this is the need for certain users to be able to only
access certain functions, certain types of data or certain records. If possible,
ask the supplier to show you how their software could manage a specific
aspect of your security requirements, so you should then be able to see how
that could be expanded to the rest of your associated needs.
Just one word of warning on this: it is easy to get carried away and ask for
extremely granular levels of security which you think you might need.
Implementing an extremely complex security model can be difficult to do and
equally hard to manage once you have gone live. So yes, ensure the new
system can meet your requirements but don’t go for overkill.
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68. Check who owns the intellectual property for
customisations done on the database
If you do plan to have any customisations done on your database by the
supplier, then check who owns the intellectual property (IP) on such work.
This is especially important on the CRM systems where you might want to
change supplier/the support company in the future (e.g. Microsoft CRM,
Pivotal, even MS Access!), because if your first supplier owns the IP then
either you won’t be able to “take it with you” to a new supplier or you will need
to pay for the IP.
And even if you buy one of the more ‘traditional’ fundraising packages, if the
supplier does customisation work on the package for you, then what if you
want to modify that work at a later time? If they own the IP (and you can’t
access the code) then can you still do that?
This question does go hand-in-hand with the question of on-going support on
such customisations. If a supplier does do a customisation for you and they do
hand over the code to you, then clearly, if you subsequently change the code
then the supplier cannot be responsible for supporting it anymore.

69. Check the License Agreement: make sure you
own your own data! Especially (but not only) if you
are hosting your database off-site
I found it hard to believe the first time I heard that some licenses for systems
actually state that the supplier owns the client’s data, but it is the case. Rare
but true (although I gather it is more common in some continental European
countries). So check. Personally, I wouldn’t sign any contract where this was
the case, but if you do then make sure you are aware of it, and understand
exactly where your rights lie when you want to stop using the system in the
future – how will you then get your data? If you have to pay for it then so be it,
but ensure you are comfortable with that and agree any price up-front.
This is probably, but not exclusively, most important when you are hosting
your database off-site because quite simply you don’t have such easy access
to the data, and it is perhaps a more likely scenario for some contracts to try
to incorporate this.
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70. Check the SLA. But does it incorporate financial
penalties? If not, is it worth the paper its written
on?
For some reason, within the ‘traditional’ fundraising/membership supplier
market, although suppliers have Service Level Agreement (SLA’s), they are
rarely enforceable with financial penalties, or any sort of penalty. Clearly it is
still good that a supplier says they will endeavour to meet agreed SLA’s but if
they don’t then is the contract worth the paper it is written on if they are not
held to account in any way? (Other than you then feeling more justified in
walking away). That said, good luck in trying to implement such penalties with
some suppliers!
I do realise that for some issues, measuring in practise whether a supplier has
exceeded their SLA is not always easy to calculate or define. For example, if
an SLA states that a supplier will fix a problem of some sort in n days after
notification, and they try do so but for half that time the client sits on any
proposed resolution without testing it, then clearly that isn’t fair on the supplier
(or good practise on behalf of the client). So they do need defining clearly and
comprehensively if you are going to try to go down the route of enforcing
penalties.
For other contracts such as hosting and some fulfilment houses, and certainly
in some other industries, SLAs with financial penalties are more common (and
possibly easier to calculate and monitor), so it should not be beyond the wit of
charity and supplier to have such a contract if both agree to try.

71. Will a new database improve automation for
you? Can be one of the most useful benefits
Consider how any new database can improve automation for you. I often find
that some of the most unsatisfactory or inefficient processes at an
organisation are being done that way because users are having to do several
steps manually. For example, creating reports manually, creating multiple
reports rather than one, importing data manually or file-by-file and maybe
even having to re-manipulate a file each time before they do the import, not
producing Gift Aid claims direct from the database, too much manual
segmentation before direct marketing campaigns and so on. Users especially
will love automation and therefore their managers should too because it will
free up more of their staff’s time.
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Managing Software Demos
It is often commented that, when buying houses, we spend far too little time
actually in the house we are about to spend hundreds of thousands of pounds
on. The same could be said of software demos. Too often, charities arrange
the demos but do not plan or approach them in a structured way; they simply
let the supplier turn up and wow them with some fancy screenshots, and then
they invest huge sums of money based on an hour or so of their time. That is
not how it should be done.

72. Don’t cram too many supplier demos in one day
– it’ll kill you and you simply won’t get the same
benefit from them
Too many charities try to arrange all the supplier demos in one day. This won’t
help you. If you are about to commit to spending a significant sum of money
for your organisation and on a project with considerable impact, then give
yourself time to learn and understand what the suppliers are offering. It’s also
fairer to the suppliers.
I would thus never recommend seeing more than two database suppliers on
one day if you can help it, three maximum. And for larger
organisations/implementations or more complex projects, just one per day
may be appropriate or all you can manage. Assuming you are seeing an
actual demonstration of their software then setting up the room, getting
started, seeing the demo, asking questions, finishing off and so on all takes
time.
In addition, if you try to see three or four suppliers in one day then by the end
of the day you will be exhausted and simply not taking in the same information
as you were at the start of the day. Be fair to yourselves and the suppliers.

73. Invite suppliers for pre-demo meetings: it gives
your staff the chance to meet the suppliers & the
suppliers can discover more too
This is something I now do for all my database procurement projects. Before
any presentations, I always invite the suppliers in to the charity’s office to
meet the key staff, say for a half day per supplier. Even if you send out an ITT
or Statement of Requirements beforehand. And invite not just the salesperson
but, more importantly, a staff representative from the supplier who would
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ultimately be working with the charity; e.g. an implementation consultant or
support staff.
This is because it gives the supplier the chance to ask specific questions to
the staff about their needs, to follow-up on any questions they might have
about the ITT/SOR and to really understand the key requirements of the
charity. This does mean I expect the supplier to be able to give a far more
focused and specific demo which addresses the charity’s needs, as opposed
to a ‘generic’ demo which they might have done otherwise, so if they don’t
subsequently do that then they get marked down.
As importantly, it also gives your staff the chance to meet the suppliers’ staff
who they might actually be working with. It lets them see how they work, what
sort of questions they ask, whether they think they could work with them, and
can be a really useful task within any procurement process. Yes, it will mean a
fair commitment of time on behalf of your staff involved as they will probably
need to repeat the meeting with several suppliers, but this is the whole point
of the exercise, and far better to spend at least some time now to find out how
they all get on, than to find out later that you really don’t have a good fit.
It’s never let me down as a useful process.

74. Ask the suppliers to bring a support/
implementation staff member to the demo, not just
a sales person
I have found this a really useful thing to do. After all, the salesperson will not
be who you are closely working with during the implementation (unless you
are dealing with a very small supplier) so it makes sense to meet the people
who you would be liaising with post-sale. No doubt the salesperson will still
drive the presentation, but it is interesting to see how much the
support/implementation staff gets involved and also how well they can answer
more in-depth questions about the software or an aspect of your potential
work.

75. Ask all suppliers to show you the same things,
so you can compare their solutions more easily
This should be the heart of your demonstrations. Inevitably, suppliers will want
to approach their presentation in their own way and that is fine and actually
shows you a lot about them as a company. (e.g. if they spend one hour on a
PowerPoint presentation telling you how great they are, then you might start
to wonder what they trying to hide!).
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So think of a number of functions, processes, examples of records which you
want to see and ask each supplier to make sure they show you how they will
manage these requirements during the presentation. Obviously, tell the
suppliers in advance; as stated before, you are not trying to catch someone
out, but you want to see how a solution can help you.
If you do see how each supplier approaches the same issues/requests then it
will really help you understand how each solution differs.

76. At the demo, make sure you see how you could
create reports, do queries, create mailings – i.e. get
data out of the system
It is easy to get carried away at a demo by beautiful looking screens and a
‘smoke and mirrors’ approach to creating a segmented mailing or
sophisticated report, and many charities don’t leave enough time at
presentations to concentrate on the more critical aspects of actually creating
the reports, queries, letters etc.
Because it is all very well putting data on your database but if you can’t get
the data out then it negates half the purpose of implementing the system in
the first place: so many of the benefits of a database come from reporting,
analysis, querying, mailings, data extractions, segmentation and so on, so if
you can’t get the data out of your database then what is the point of having it?
Remember this incorporates two key elements: obviously, the creation of the
actual reports, mailing fields etc is one, but the ability to select and segment
on the required records/data is another. Even if you can get the necessary
data fields out of the system, you still have to be able to extract/report on just
those records/supporters which you are interested in on a specific occasion.
Most systems these days can achieve most of this, but how they do it is key:
some are definitely more user-friendly, some require far more technical skills,
some have built-in functionality, some use third-party systems.
So find out for yourselves at the demo just how this is done.

77. At the demo, try phoning the supplier’s help
desk live and see what sort of response they give!
You need to manage this idea carefully and not all suppliers will accept the
proposal. Personally, I don’t think it is fair to suddenly ask a supplier to do this
half way through a presentation without giving the supplier any warning before
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the demo (but if you do want to do that then go ahead!). If I want to do this, I
inform the suppliers ahead of a presentation although I wouldn’t say that we
will be doing it a specific time or about a specific task. As you go through the
demo, it is likely that something will come up which may very well lend itself to
such a call, but it’s also useful to have something pre-prepared in case this
doesn’t happen. Use a speaker phone so everyone in the room can hear!
Remember that this is not about catching anyone out, so you are not trying to
ask a deliberately awkward question – it is about how (if!) the support desk
answers the phone, how they deal with you, their manner and approach, how
they question you for your needs, if they can resolve the issue and so on.

78. You don't have to base your decision on a single
demo: 2nd demos for a preferred supplier(s) is a
good idea
If you consider this to be stating the obvious then my apologies but I’m happy
for you that it is! Because some charities who rarely do a database (or
structured IT) procurement don’t know that they can and probably should ask
for a second meeting with their preferred supplier(s), which very often should
be a second demo.
Because if you see 3 or 4 demos in the first place from different suppliers,
then I guarantee that by the end you will have forgotten to ask some questions
to some of them, or realised different questions were more appropriate, or
they might even have blurred into one “polymorphic” supplier if you held them
all very close together! And I am equally sure that you will be uncertain
whether supplier X really could provide function Y, or if they can then how
exactly they will deliver it compared to supplier Z…
So ask them back for a second demo – not all of the suppliers; ideally just one
preferred supplier if you can reach that decision immediately after the first set
of demos. But very often I find that we invite back 2 suppliers for second
demos. It’s a good idea.
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The Supplier
As pointed out below, the supplier is as important as the software, some
would argue more so, so do consider the supplier carefully and specifically in
any procurement process.

79. Remember that the software is just an enabler –
find out how aware the supplier is about
understanding your business
The database should of course help you improve your business functions but
to get the most out of any solution, you need to be working closely with the
supplier. So if they don’t really understand your business then this is going to
be much harder for you.
So: Ask relevant questions at the demo and similar meetings; ask questions
not just to the salespeople but to the supplier’s staff who you would be
working with if you bought it; ask some questions in the ITT if appropriate; ask
your reference sites and other users of their software how they found them in
terms of this area. If you are procuring a fundraising database, ask the
supplier what experience they have of fundraising, or what they believe the
latest fundraising trends are. Anything which will help you understand if the
supplier understands you.

80. The database software is important but never
under-estimate the impact and benefit of a good
supplier
If you are buying a new database then clearly you want to buy good software,
but if you have serious issues with the supplier who is providing the database
then it may be that you need to ignore their solution. Because even if the
software is great, if you don’t feel the supplier is capable enough to help you
implement it, if they are losing clients hand-over-first, if their staff just do not
gel with your staff or your approach, then are you really going to get the most
out of the software?
Conversely, even if another software package is not the very best you have
seen, but on the other hand the supplier truly understands how you work and
what you want, they have a great track record of implementing similar projects
and they can still deliver the most important aspects of your requirements,
then that may be a better solution for you.
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81. Ask the supplier for their project management
approach, but don’t rely solely on the supplier for
this
Suppliers must have a structured approach to their project management; it
doesn’t have to be PRINCE2 but it should be something you can recognise as
a structured and thought out concept. That may be as simple as a number of
standard phases and steps that they always take, or of course they may
recommend implementing a far more robust and detailed project management
system.
Either way, don’t simply rely on the supplier doing the project management –
there is no reason they won’t try to do it well, but they will always be doing it
from their side and only for the aspects of the project which they are involved
with. There will be so much more that you need to consider and manage
during the project that you must implement your own project management for
the implementation as well.

82. Ask the suppliers how they train their own staff
and manage Quality Assurance
There are (at least) two or three angles to this: Obviously, the first question is
how they train their own staff in the solution which you are buying. But also,
how do they keep their staff up-to-date with other technology which the
company uses, how do they train staff in “business oriented” aspects such as
fundraising or membership trends, and what about customer support skills,
‘soft’ skills, personal development et al?
Clearly, just because a company invests in training does not mean they will
provide the best or most appropriate solution for you, but it does provide yet
another factor in any decision process and quite an interesting one for you to
understand in terms of the company’s overall approach to business.
In terms of Quality Assurance, ask the suppliers how they manage this within
their organisation. Again, this question really gives you more insight into the
suppliers’ overall ethos and approach to commerce. In terms of best practise,
there are ISO standards, and if a company has such programmes then great.
But I wouldn’t necessarily worry if they didn’t and I wouldn’t necessarily expect
the smaller suppliers to invest in such programmes anyway. But I do want to
know their approach to QA, both for software and as a company who provides
solutions to their clients.
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83. Ask the suppliers for their experience, input and
recommendations of change management with
relation to your new database
It is important to recognise as an organisation that a new database will lead to
a need for Change Management on some level or another, possibly
significantly so. Within any database procurement, the technology is only one
aspect of the implementation – just as important (more so?) are the people
and the processes within your organisation. How will these factors be
affected? How will the new database impact on them? Again, Change
Management is something which deserves far more attention than this book
can achieve.
So ask the suppliers for their experience. What can they do to help? What
experiences and input can they offer? Do they have any templates,
documents, new structures they can provide or suggest? Can they work with
you on Change Management? Can they recommend other clients who have
gone through the same process as you will be going through and which you
can talk to?
Having a supportive and dynamic supplier who understands and sees that
your project stretches past just being a new database can really help your
implementation.

84. Ask the suppliers how they recommend you
create and structure your implementation project
team
This is one of those questions which can show if a supplier really understands
a project implementation and, more importantly, considers your specific
implementation. The better suppliers have at least a default recommended
structure where they show how their project manager works with your project
manager, what you need in the way of technical support, subject matter
experts etc; but what is more interesting is if they then discuss this with you
and make specific recommendations for your requirements.
Interesting when comparing different suppliers’ recommendations…
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85. Ask the suppliers why they have lost customers
in the past
Always interesting to hear what suppliers have to say to this question! Again,
listen out for what a salesperson doesn’t say… i.e. I would expect a
salesperson to mention one or two organisations who are very different to
your charity or who are not doing the sort of fundraising/membership work
which you are.

86. Ask the suppliers how many new clients they
have added each year for the past 5 years
This is quite an important factor in showing the sort of growth and expansion a
company has gone through. Just because they have x hundred clients now,
how do you know whether they were all added 8 years ago unless you ask
this? Or if they have added 75% of their clients in the last year then that
shows a tremendous growth but could they be in danger of over-stretching
themselves? The ideal is a supplier who has had steady but continual growth
over the years.
I would ask this question in an ITT and potentially a presentation as well,
because in a presentation you can drill down in to why a company may or may
not have added more clients over this period.

87. Ask suppliers how they provide remote support
& what security they put in place for this
It is a great benefit for charities that suppliers can provide remote support in
terms of actually accessing your database from their office, both in terms of
resolving technical problems and simply for every day support so they can see
what you are seeing and actually ‘take over’ your PC to show you what to do.
So ask suppliers how they do this, what technology they use, what technology
you need to enable it, how they manage security and what security they
recommend you implement.
Most suppliers include such support within their standard maintenance costs
but worth checking.
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88. If a package supplier offers bespoke changes for
you, ask how they will be supported in future
upgrades
If a package supplier does offer bespoke changes, i.e. not just configuring the
package, but writing specific code for your requirements only, then make sure
you check if and how they will be supported in future upgrades. And not just
‘minor point’ upgrades but ‘major point’ upgrades too. This might depend a bit
on your maintenance contract because if you are going to pay a maintenance
fee on the bespoke development work they do for you, then you certainly
should be expecting them to be supporting it in future upgrades. But if you
aren’t paying any additional maintenance then maybe not.
Either way, it doesn’t really matter in the first instance as long as you know
what the supplier is proposing. If they are going to support your bespoke work
in future developments then that is good and it will mean that they will need to
consider that and if necessary do extra work to ensure that it still works at
those points in time. Make sure your contract is clear about this if this is the
case.
But if they say they can’t support it in future upgrades then at least you know
where you stand. Either you therefore decide not to accept this bespoke work,
or you do accept it but you will know that you need to put aside an appropriate
budget to ask the supplier to do any additional work on it which might need
doing when they do release future upgrades. You could possibly bargain them
down a bit in the first development work because this is the more risky route
and it wouldn’t be my preferred option. Having the supplier commit to
supporting it in the future would be better if you can get them to do that.

89. Ask suppliers about their knowledge of Data
Protection and e-commerce regulations; useful for
future advice
Your organisation is responsible for data protection and you as an
organisation need to know e-commerce regulations for your online and ecommunications and marketing. But if your supplier has knowledge and
experience in these areas then that can only be a good thing and very useful
for future support and advice. Indeed, you might expect that they should do,
considering that such issues arise all the time in database projects, and if they
have any sort of existing charity client-base then it will have been hard for
them to have not been exposed to it.
In fact, if they don’t state such experience or they simply throw it straight back
at you and say they have no interest in getting involved, then although that
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may not be a showstopper for working with them, it doesn’t exactly show they
are keen to help as a partner during your implementation.

90. Ask suppliers if they provide an Escrow
agreement; it shows a professional approach if they
do
Software Escrow, as defined by Wikipedia is “the deposit of the source code
of software with a third party escrow agent... to ensure maintenance of the
software. The software source code is released to the licensee if the licensor
files for bankruptcy or otherwise fails to maintain and update the software as
promised in the software license agreement.”
I realise that at the end of the day, if this ever happens then the vast majority
of the time, many charities won’t be in a position to exploit this very much, but
the fact that a company has gone through the process of providing an Escrow
agreement shows a professional approach. It may not be the most important
thing to most organisations in a procurement decision but it is more evidence
of how seriously a company takes their business.

91. Ask the supplier what they think the key risks
are for your project
You can ask this as part of your ITT document and/or at presentations. It can
be a great question because suppliers tend to emphasise areas which they
genuinely feel uncomfortable with or which they know they have had problems
with before. And by problems I don’t necessarily mean in terms of their own
problems, but when a client has struggled and thus the implementation has
not gone well. You can thus learn a lot.
It also shows you how they think in terms of the project, your business and the
benefits you expect from the new solution. It isn’t just about the software, it is
about the whole project approach.

92. Do a fiscal check: Ask suppliers for a copy of
their accounts for the last few years
Like any good procurement process, this should be standard (but I mention
this here in case it is not something you would usually do – in which case I
would urge you to consider it).
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93. Ask suppliers what they think the most common
areas/reasons are that an organisation underbudgets when buying new databases
Suppliers will hopefully have implemented many databases before you
approach them and they will have seen successful and less successful
implementations. And there is no doubt that some of them will have gone
over-budget by the time they go-live. So ask the suppliers why they think this
was. You should really learn something.
They will probably love to tell you this because they will have seen previous
occasions when they were blamed due to the client’s under-budgeting, and
decent suppliers will tell you because they will want you to have a successful
implementation so that you will be a good reference site. Of course, some
might talk up certain areas because it might make you buy more services, so
there may be times when you will have to put their advice into perspective, but
if you ask several suppliers this question then you will start to get a better
feeling. You could ask suppliers what percentage of their new clients projects
do come in on budget!
Ask other charities too who have already gone through the same process as
you.

94. Be mindful of any supplier who insists their
database is “completely future-proofed…”
No database is “future-proofed forever…” How can it be? How can we ever
know what is just around the corner in terms of technology, business, legal
issues, your sudden new and exclusive requirement and so on. So if any
salesperson does say this then either just choose to accept they have done so
and move on (noting this in your final decision process) or by all means
challenge them and ask them to expand on that statement – that’s probably
fair just in case they mis-understood the question.

95. Ask to see the supplier’s roadmap for future
developments. If they haven’t got one…
If a supplier has a roadmap showing how they are planning their future
development, then at the most fundamental level, this at least shows that they
are considering this at a strategic level, and at best it will really show you the
detail of their future, planned output. Different suppliers will have different
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levels of detail (or, more to the point, may be prepared to show you different
levels of detail…) and if it is very broad and unspecific, then that clearly isn’t
going to be quite so helpful to you as a more detailed schedule.
Seeing a supplier’s roadmap for future developments is a useful exercise, but
take it for what it (probably) is: a plan, as opposed to a guarantee. As
discussed elsewhere in this book, it is as much about understanding how a
supplier approaches such a strategy, and indeed such a question from you, as
it is seeing the actual output from them. Of course, if you have a critical
function you need then it is important that this is separated from the question
of a roadmap, and managed in its own contractual way as appropriate.

96. Be careful when suppliers talk about Workflow –
it can mean different things to different people
Workflow is a bit of an abused word in databases and CRM, but at the same
time very much a buzzword of the moment, hence suppliers love to say they
support workflow or have workflow functionality.
At its best, if a database has “workflow functionality” then it might be able to
add lots of benefit and assistance to you, automating tasks, planning steps in
a process, creating decision trees which are intelligent enough to do different
actions depending on the outcome of a previous action, and so on. And some
systems can even help you achieve this workflow through using graphical
interfaces, drag-and-drop flow diagrams and so on. Really good technology.
At the other end of the spectrum, workflow can mean, well, anything a supplier
wants it to mean! So ask questions carefully in any ITT (i.e. Don’t simply say,
Does your system support workflow?) and get the suppliers to show you what
they can really do at a demo. Additionally, your organisation might have a
completely different interpretation of the concept compared to the supplier, so
check it out!

97. Find out how each supplier will help you during
testing
Testing will be one of the most critical stages in your implementation. So find
out how each supplier can or is planning to help you during that phase. Do
they expect you to do all the testing? Not a problem, but you need to know. Or
do they intend to come on-site with you and spend time going through your
data with you. If they are doing the data migration, what tests do they do
before they deliver your data to you?

58

101 Tips on How to Buy Fundraising Software

79 – 100: The Supplier

98. Ask for a meeting with each supplier's MD/CEO
as part of your procurement evaluation
This may depend a bit on the size of the supplier – if you are asking Oracle to
tender then you may not get a meeting with Larry Ellison! But by asking, you
will gain interesting insight: if you do get to meet the MD/CEO then you will
have the chance to ask them the most important questions to you, whatever
they are, and to get answers from the person who is ultimately responsible
and who can make things happen; plus, it does show commitment from the
supplier if the MD/CEO gives you their time, especially at a larger company.
And if you get turned down, then that itself says something about their view on
your project… I wouldn’t dismiss any supplier who didn’t give a charity access
to their MD/CEO, but it’s another factor in the decision process.

99. Consider visiting a supplier’s offices before you
make a final decision
Visiting a supplier’s offices can provide an interesting angle compared to
simply meeting them at your office all the time. You will see them in their
‘native’ environment, you can meet many more of their key staff, see how the
support team works, see their training facilities if they have any, and they
won’t be able to hide behind a pretty web page or smooth salesperson!

100. At the demo, ask the supplier what
weaknesses their software has…
If you are thinking this is a silly question to ask because no salesperson is
going to tell me that (!) then you might be right, but… asking questions at
presentations is not always about finding out specific facts. One can learn a
lot from how a salesperson answers such a question or what a salesperson
does not say as well as what they do. If asked this question, a smart
salesperson might consider what you need less from them and explain that is
not such a strong point… or they might say how they used to be weak in a
particular area but they are improving now or they have a new feature coming
out soon…
But if any salespeople say that their software does not have weaknesses then
can that really be true? No weaknesses at all? It can’t be improved? Then
consider carefully what sort of company you are dealing with.
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If you are not entirely comfortable with asking this specific question, or you
would prefer a different approach, then you could ask ‘How could your
software be improved?’ or ‘What can your software not do?’ as an alternative.
I use this latter question more on some projects.
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101. A new CRM database doesn’t mean you will
then be able to just do CRM…
This is a brief, simple message: just because you have a CRM database does
not mean you can automatically "do CRM". CRM (Customer Relationship
Management) is not about software – CRM is a policy and a practise and a
whole culture – not (just) a database. In fact, it is possibly one of the most
abused terms in the IT industry and has been used to describe so much
software that a few years ago had a completely different moniker.
That said, the good news is that if you are a NFP organisation then it is highly
likely that you already practise good CRM – if you look after your clients,
manage your donors, communicate well with your supporters then you are
more than half way there. I believe that, in some ways, the more forward
thinking charities have been ahead of the commercial sector for years in terms
of “CRM”, as wise charities have always known how important it is to look
after their supporters and stakeholders.
So, yes, a good database will of course help your CRM strategy. It should do
loads of things for you: keep contact information up-to-date, enable you to
understand your supporters better, help you communicate with them better, in
a more targeted and efficient way, record their correspondence with you,
record all their activity with you, mean you can interact with them online and
offline and store centrally all such interactions, allow you to allow them to tell
you what they want to hear from you…
But don’t let any software vendor tell you that if you buy their database then
you will immediately, magically be able to “do better CRM”. It is your
organisation and their approach which defines that. The database will help but
CRM database software will not automatically implement CRM at your
organisation.

AND: If you follow all these tips it should help - but
things can still go wrong! If so, at least try to smile!
Well, we can all try!
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Appendix A: Other Useful Resources



Mareeba CRM Consulting: “An Industry Insider’s Survival Guide to
Everything You Should Know About Buying and Implementing CRM
software” eBook www.mareeba.co.uk/blog/



Sayer Vincent: “Made Simple” guides. A series of PDF documents on
aspects of IT procurement and implementation (and more) for charities:
www.sayervincent.co.uk



Databases for Charities: my blog http://blog.itforcharities.co.uk



For charity pricing on Microsoft and many other software packages: in the
USA, visit TechSoup (www.techsoup.org) for more information, and in the
UK, visit CTX (www.ctxchange.org) or other suppliers listed on my web
site at www.itforcharities.co.uk.



TechSoup: large technology resource site for nonprofits, including their
Learning Center which includes good advice on various aspects of
procurement: www.techsoup.org



The IT Resource Guide for UK Charities and Not-for-Profit Organisations:
my web site, providing suppliers listings of software, hardware and
services especially applicable to UK charities: www.itforcharities.co.uk
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Appendix B: About the Author
I have been working in information technology (IT) for over 20 years in
consultancy, project management, customer support, training and sales. I
have been working with the not-for-profit sector since 1994 (initially for a
database supplier of fundraising software) and I set-up my consultancy
business in 1998. I now offer database/IT advice and consultancy solely to
charities, the not-for-profit sector and membership organisations/professional
bodies.
The majority of my work revolves around database and CRM consultancy and
project management. In particular: database procurement, database
integration projects and project management on database implementations
and other ICT projects.
My time originally spent working for a software supplier, and then the time
since where I now work with charities, has meant I am fortunate to have
gained a perspective on charity databases, working from both sides of the
fence (and in some ways almost as a ‘poacher turned gamekeeper’). It has
certainly helped my clients and me when working closely with database
suppliers as I am able to understand both organisations’ wishes and positions.
Prior to working with the not-for-profit sector, I worked in several software
houses and network suppliers with various applications over a range of
industry sectors.
I also manage “The IT Resource Guide for UK Charities and Non-Profit
Organisations”: a free internet service for charities, listing IT products &
services especially applicable to UK non-profit organisations. This can be
found at www.itforcharities.co.uk.
I blog about databases for charities at http://blog.itforcharities.co.uk
Contact Details:
Phone: + 44 (0)1959 522806
Email: ivan@itforcharities.co.uk
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