
eBook

A Quick-Start 
Guide to Donor 
Management
 
Ditch your spreadsheets and leverage 
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A donor management system—also known as a constituent relationship 
management system, or CRM—is a robust online database that tracks your 
contacts’ activities and key actions, such as giving history, event participation, 
email opens, and even social media activity. Think of it as your virtual 
fundraising command center—a central hub for anything and everything you’ll 
ever need to know about your donors.

Donor management systems/CRMs save time and money by helping you focus 
your resources and fundraise smarter. They make your information easy to 
search, analyze, and utilize with dashboards, reports, reminders, and mobile 
accessibility. With a donor management system, you can use donor data to 
supercharge your fundraising in a way spreadsheets alone can only dream of. 

 
 
Terms to know:

CRM: Constituent relationship management system (also known as donor 
management system) refers to a database of contact information, including 
giving history, event participation, interests, email history, and more.

Donor management: More than just a database of contact information, donor 
management is both the action of actively cultivating a robust donor database 
and the name for the software itself.

Segmentation: The process of dividing donors into groups based on various 
qualities, such as giving levels or frequency, location, event participation, etc., 
for the purpose of targeting communications.

What is a Donor Management 
System?
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Why Do I Need a Better Way 
to Manage Donors?  
 
 

Tracking donors with five different versions of an Excel, Google, or Access 
spreadsheet, endless email chains, and sticky notes is not working. Let’s be real: 
You need a better way to manage your individual donors.

A donor management system will save you time and make you a smarter 
fundraiser. Here are 14 ways a donor management system can help solve your 
biggest data headaches: 

1. Raise more money by targeting donors. Smart donor management allows 
you to easily create dynamic lists and develop targeted campaigns to 
donors based on giving history, average gift amount, and more. 

2. Eliminate repetitive, manual, and time-consuming tasks by automating 
standard processes and workflows. Free up your staff to focus on building 
relationships instead of administrative tasks. 

3. Track campaign results in real time. Spend less time (and money) on 
tracking results from your campaigns and more time planning your next 
one. 

4. Remove the need to sift through multiple spreadsheets and applications 
to find donor data. Once you move to a donor management system, it’s all 
in one place and accessible online so you can look up accurate information 
from anywhere. 

5. Know how you are progressing toward your goals. Online giving data 
flows into your donor database and automatically updates charts and 
reports, giving you a clearer picture of how close you are to achieving your 
fundraising goals. 

6. Understand your donors and their behaviors. Storing detailed information 
like donations, volunteering, event attendance, demographics, and 
participation will help you better understand what you donors want—and 
what they don’t want—from your organization.
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7. Share information between staff and volunteers. A donor database will 
help you avoid confusion and have everyone operating from the same 
information. No more searching through an inbox to find the latest 
version; it’s all stored in one place and updated in real time. 

8. Check donor information on the go. Take your filing cabinet with you by 
having mobile access to view and enter notes right after a donor visit. 

9. Retain your donors and build stronger relationships. A great donor 
management system will send automatic thank you emails for donations 
and reminder emails for pledges that are yet to be fulfilled. 

10. Get the most from all your tools with seamless integration. Connect 
email marketing, donation forms, and peer-to-peer fundraising campaigns 
so every bit of data is stored in one place. 

11. Keep donor relationships strong even when staff turnover happens. 
Notes are stored in a donor record so when a new staff member joins 
your organization, all communication history is at their fingertips. 

12. Allow staff and volunteers to see only what they need to see. Control 
access to constituent information by setting permissions to records and 
data fields. 

13. Track incoming funds and pledges. View progress in a dashboard format 
that’s board meeting ready. 

14. Remove the need for IT resources to hold your hand every step of the 
way. A good donor management system should be easy for development 
staff to set up and maintain. You shouldn’t have to wait on IT support to 
do your job.
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Ready to graduate from Excel? Great! What’s next? Now it’s time to look for 
a donor management system that will fit your unique needs as a nonprofit 
organization. Here are seven questions to ask when shopping for a donor 
management system for your organization:

1. Does this database have a nonprofit focus?

As a nonprofit, you have unique tasks and a language that you use in 
fundraising and supporter engagement. You want to make sure your donor 
management system can adapt to your language. It’s not worth it to figure 
out how to adapt your language to a donor database that wasn’t designed for 
nonprofits.

2. Is it simple to use?

User experience directly affects user adoption. You need to find a CRM that’s 
intuitive and easy for you and your team to use. If it’s too complicated, your 
team won’t take the time to figure out how to use it.

3. Can it easily measure and report results?

You need to know if your fundraising efforts are working. Many systems have a 
lot of analytical capability, but you need to make sure your donor management 
system can easily provide this information.

4. Can this CRM grow with you without high up-front costs?

You want to be able to ease into a donor database, to start small and get some 
of your donors into the system and see how it works for you. Starting carefully 
with accurate data ensures that you’ll have an effective system in the long run. 
As your fundraising evolves, you’ll have more donors, more staff, and more 
data to collect in your system. Be sure that a CRM gives you the ability to scale 
without extra costs attached to growth. 

How to Choose the Right 
Donor Management System
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5. Does it integrate with your critical systems?

Your CRM should be able to integrate with your existing systems to create a 
seamless flow of data. Ideally, your donor database will integrate with your 
online donation form, financial software, and email marketing system so your 
information is always up to date. 

6. What kind of support does it come with?

A donor management system should be intuitive enough to use right out of 
the box, but there will always be questions that need answers. This is where 
support staff comes in. Support cannot be understated. Support is not just a 
number or someone you can call. You want to be able to talk to a real person 
who understands the unique challenges of nonprofits and how a donor 
management system can help you solve those challenges. 

7. Does it have an easy-to-use mobile interface?

Data not captured immediately is data never captured. Your development staff 
must be able to enter information at any time. For example, if you’ve just come 
from a meeting with a donor, having a mobile-friendly experience allows you 
to enter that information right away while it’s fresh in your mind, rather than 
waiting until you get back to the office. In addition, being able to look up donor 
information on the go is a huge advantage.
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Now that you’ve identified how a donor database can help you and what to 
look for, here are a few simple steps that will ease your transition from Excel to 
working with a CRM.

 
Develop a vision of life with a CRM.

At its core, a CRM is a robust online database that tracks your contacts’ 
activities and key actions, such as giving history, volunteer participation, email 
opens, and even social media activity.

 
The first step in implementation is to think about the big picture. Brainstorm 
the main things a CRM can help your organization achieve. For example:

 ÆThe entire staff can see all the interactions we have with our constituents 
regardless of where they are—at home, on the road, or in the office.

 ÆWe can easily run a report of all major donors.

 ÆWe can easily provide a report to accounting.

 
Knowing what you want to achieve with your data guides you to the features 
you’ll focus on first.

 
What specific metrics do you want to measure? The endless possibilities 
contained in a donor management system can be overwhelming. You find 
yourself wanting to achieve everything all at once. One of the great things 
about a CRM is that you can grow into it. You can start with one feature or data 
point and learn how to use or track it, and that carries you into another feature, 
and so on.

 
Begin with a single problem to solve. Maybe you have a lot of donors who 
gave last year but not this year. Your first focus could be learning how to 
identify and reach out to those donors at different giving levels, with the goal 
being to get last year’s donors to give this year.

 
 

First Steps to Donor 
Management Success
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Find your expert.

Your expert is likely the person helping you implement the CRM or the 
company providing the system. This should be someone who’s gone through 
the process before so they can help you avoid a lot of the common things that 
can trip you up. At the beginning of the process, for example, your expert will 
help you make sure you’re putting in only the data you need to get started. 

Build a road map.

Your expert can be a great help in this task. Your donor management road map 
lays out what you want to learn from your data and how to use the system. For 
the first few months, you’ll probably spend much of your time figuring out who 
your donors are: “I have 10,000 contacts but no idea how many are actually 
engaged.” Your CRM will help you learn which of those people are actively 
engaged—giving regularly, volunteering, attending events—and who is just 
filling space on your list. After that, your next “destination” could be learning 
how to send different messages to those people to increase engagement. 

Identify your internal champions.

Find the people within your organization who are passionate about using the 
CRM and willing to help others find information, run reports, and generally 
train and encourage them. Your champions help evangelize the merits of a 
donor management system to the rest of the organization. 

Reward activities that build the system.

Rewards might be as simple as reinforcing behavior: “Thank you for including 
that note in the CRM about that major donor. It was really helpful for me to 
know they’re out of the country for the next two months.” Little things like that 
let people know how the CRM is making your organization more efficient and 
effective. 

Celebrate your donor management successes. For example, “As a result of 
segmenting our $25 per month donors, we increased more than 50% of those 
donors to $35 per month.” This helps your team see the system’s value and 
encourages them to continue building it. 
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Donor segmentation helps you understand who your donors are and their 
giving history. It also helps you cater messages that might best resonate 
with each segment of donors. Here’s a quick rundown of common ways to 
segment your donors. 

Donors and Nondonors 

In some cases, a database keeps records of donors only—those who have 
given a gift—but what about volunteers and event attendees? Those are two 
audiences of supporters who know your nonprofit but haven’t yet made the 
leap to becoming a donor. Keeping track of who in your system has and hasn’t 
donated can help you better reach out to those who have yet to make a first-
time gift. This is an easy win when it comes to new donor acquisition. 

Giving Levels

Segmenting donors based on giving levels is a great way to ensure you’re 
asking the right audience for the right donation. For example, if you’re sending 
an appeal with a gift string that starts at $10, don’t send it to a major donor! 
For major donors, create a different version of the appeal with a gift string 
starting at $500. This method obviously works the other way, too. If you have 
new donors who are keeping their gifts under $50, don’t turn them off by 
asking for a gift that is way out of their range. Keeping track of giving levels and 
gift history in Excel might be too cumbersome to tackle. This is why a donor 
database is a must: Having accurate information on giving history is essential 
to sending the right message to the right donor.  

Monthly Donors and One-Time Donors

Every nonprofit should encourage monthly donations from donors. But how 
can you explicitly ask for monthly gifts if you don’t have an accurate account 
of who is already giving on a monthly basis? Being able to create a list of 
donors who aren’t current monthly donors but have the potential to be—based 
on previous gift amounts or other interactions with your organization that 
would be stored in their donor record—is the first step to recruiting qualified 
monthly donors.  

Using Your Database to 
Segment Donors
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Lapsed Donors

In your Excel spreadsheet, can you quickly discover donors who gave a gift last 
year but not this year? Donors who stop giving is an important donor segment 
that deserves attention. Because recruiting new donors is hard, it’s important 
to ensure that the donors you already have in your system are giving. It’s also a 
good idea to identify why these donors haven’t given a gift yet this year.  

Campaign Giving

If a donor gives to a specific campaign and contributed to fund a project they 
are excited about, how will you follow up to show them the project’s success 
if you can’t keep track of giving history based on campaign participation? 
Furthermore, how can you raise that last $5,000 for your capital campaign if 
you don’t have an accurate count of who has already given to that fund? 

 
 
A donor management system can make smarter fundraising easier by giving 
you the capabilities to segment donors based on many different types of 
criteria. Donor outreach is becoming even more tailored and customized. 
Better donor communication means more donations and higher donor 
retention. Can you keep up with the evolving world of donor communication if 
you’re knee-deep in Excel spreadsheets? 
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Using a CRM to Retain Donors 
Thank to Nonprofit Marketing Coach and Problem Solver, Nancy Schwartz, 
for this checklist. Fore more tips from Nancy, check out her blog, Getting 
Attention. 
 
There’s no question that keeping new donors engaged with your organization 
can be challenging. On average, 81% of first-time donors never give again. 
That statistic, however, can be changed.

This checklist is designed to help you retain more new donors by digging into 
your donor database and leveraging the right donor information at the right 
time. It’s designed to be edited to meet the needs of your organization. Share 
it, revise it, and watch it help your new donor retention rate blossom.  
 

On receiving an online gift: Show your gratitude.

 Æ Share your appreciation via a follow-up page as soon as your first-time donor finishes 
the transaction.  

Same day: Get all donor and gift data into your donor management system.

 Æ Many data points, from the time of day the gift was made to your donor’s zip code, can 
help you customize donor communications and increase the probability of future gifts. 
Don’t delay in importing that data into your system

 Æ Make sure your system automates a receipt sent to the donor’s email inbox.  

Within one day: Thank your donor in a brief but compelling email.

 Æ Use your donor management system to automate this initial email after the first-time 
gift.

 Æ Mention the campaign or specific project your donor is supporting.

 Æ Send it from your executive director or star program staffer (if that staffer is well known).
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Within four to seven days: Reinforce your thanks with a warm, heartfelt 
follow-up email.

 Æ Reiterate your appreciation for this first-time gift. Welcome your new donor to the 
cause.

 Æ Share a specific impact story—photo or video op!—that donations made possible to 
show the importance of the donor’s gift. This person gave to your organization because 
they found something you said appealing, so reinforce that!

 Æ Tell the donor you’ll be following up (with what? via what channel? when?), and that 
you’re looking forward to getting to know him or her better.

 Æ Invite the donor to get in touch with you or a colleague with any questions or requests.

 Æ Send future messages from your executive director or development or program 
director to add a personal touch. Relationships are built from person to person, not 
from organization to person. Your donors will notice the difference in the email’s “from” 
field.

Within two weeks: Roll out your welcome wagon (aka your welcome pack).

 Æ Show your donor that you care by sharing content suited to their interests. For example, 
note if the donor first gave on #GivingTuesday, lives near a program site, or donated to 
your life skills program.

 Æ Link your donor’s gift to the impact your organization is making across programs and 
services. You’ll strengthen the donor’s connection to the cause and your organization.

 Æ  Surprise your top-prospect segment with a handwritten (or even just hand-signed) 
thank you note or phone call.

 Æ For donors who gave offline: Mail a second thank you/welcome note (hand-signed if 
possible, at least to higher-level donors) with a short newsletter or impact story.

 Æ For donors who gave online: Kick off your welcome email series, featuring a brief 
impact story in every email and dripping out other info about your organization’s unique 
impact and approach. Include calls to actions such as sharing an event on Facebook or 
signing a petition.

 Æ For new high-value donors, take a step further to reinforce your relationship with a 
hand-signed, printed welcome note.
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Within two weeks: Dig into your data to get to know your new donors.

 Æ Assess your new-donor data at least every two weeks.

 Æ Determine if your new donors do or don’t fit into your donor framework (target groups 
and segments within each).  
For new donors similar to your current groups and segments, determine how   
you can customize your messages to match the relevant segment while integrating 
your new-donor welcome and appreciation messages.

 Æ  Note any groups of outliers who are similar to one another but don’t fit well into 
existing segments.

 Æ Articulate what’s unique about their wants and preferences. These gifts may signal the 
potential for more donors like them, but you need to know what “like them” is so you 
can look for it.

Over the next three months: Stay in close touch with relevant content.

 Æ As with any new relationship, the first few months are everything. If you don’t engage 
your first-time donors within 90 days post-gift, you’re not going to resonate with them.

 Æ The proven way to keep these donors engaged is to deliver content marketing that 
shows you “get” them.

 Æ Take a cue from these superstar content marketing models.

Simply put, strive to communicate with new donors in their preferred format, 
at the time they are most responsive, and with content that they care about.
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About Network for Good

We love nonprofits. We also believe small organizations have important 
missions and deserve great technology, too. We’re a mission-minded 
organization, and like you, we’re passionate about seeing good causes 
succeed. 

Network for Good combines fundraising expertise with simple-to-use 
technology to provide smarter fundraising software, tools and training that 
are easy to use and raise more money. Since 2001, we’ve processed over 
$1.4 billion in online donations for more than 100,000 nonprofits. We’re here 
to help you connect with donors and create more successful fundraising 
campaigns. 

Ready to get even more from your fundraising campaigns? 
We’ve got you covered. Our suite of tools includes everything you need to 
grow individual giving:

 
 
 
 

Plus, best-in-class email marketing and expert-backed resources and 
fundraising templates.

For a personalized demo or to find out more, contact us today:  
888.284.7978, option 1. 

Or visit us online to reserve a time with one of our fundraising consultants and 
find out how a CRM can help your organization raise more money.

Donation Pages Peer-to-Peer Fundraising Donor Management
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