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10 Steps to Streamlining Your Fundraising System 

By Keith Heller, Principal, Heller Consulting 

 

 

 

The donor/prospect database sits at the heart of every nonprofit’s development operations.  

As a fundraiser, how you use (or don’t use) your database has a direct impact on your daily 

tasks and, quite often, your overall success.  Unfortunately, many of us find our fundraising 

system lacking.  The good news is that it’s often not software limitations that slow down 

development professionals, but rather how information is processed through the 

organization and stored in the fundraising system. If your donor data isn’t coded 

consistently, or stored in a way that supports the reporting functionality you need, reporting 

and accessing data will be problematic. 

 

The first step in getting more from any software is committing to the initial effort to improve 

it, and the ongoing process of maintaining it.  Are you committed to making the changes?  

Great!  Where do you start?  The following ten‐step plan will help you clean up your 

fundraising system so it will more easily and accurately support your strategies.  

 

 

1. Clarify Objectives.  Imagine a road trip.  Deciding on a destination before you leave 

the house lets you plan a more comfortable and direct route.  The same is true for your 

fundraising objectives. What are your goals? What current problems do you want to 

solve and which opportunities do you want to undertake?  How can you make 

fundraising easier and more effective?  What information do you need to get there?  

2. Improve Knowledge and Skills.  The more passengers that you bring along who can 

read maps, take turns driving and understand how a car works in case of a breakdown, 

the easier and more pleasant the trip will be.  Before jumping into the project, invest in 

staff training on your fundraising software, on fundraising in general, and on nonprofit 

accounting.  Focus on consistency and efficiency in your business processes. 

3. Analyze Desired Outputs.  Now it’s time to decide what you expect to do when you 

reach your destination; take your objectives and define them in terms of day‐to‐day 

deliverables.  What specific prospect lists do you need to produce from your system?  On 

what criteria will you be segmenting?  What criteria will determine the acknowledgement 

letter that a donor receives? What reports will you need to demonstrate the efficacy of 

your fundraising strategies and to determine which to continue and which to retire? How 

frequently will you need these reports daily, weekly, monthly, annually, for board 

meetings? Generating these outputs easily and accurately is the practical goal of your 

project.  Clarity and specificity are critical.  Vagueness at this phase or targets that keep 

moving can cause your project to flounder. 

4. Determine a Code Structure.  Are you equipped to reach your goal?  Properly setting 

up the codes and fields in your software affects how easy or difficult it is to generate 

your desired outputs.  All fundraising software programs include letter functions, query 

tools and dozens of “canned” reports.  Each of these features can work wonders, but 

only if the information that you want to access is stored in the proper place for your 

software to find it.  Don’t worry about how things are currently set up.  Imagine that you 

have a blank slate. 
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5. Clean Up Codes and Fields.  Time for a maintenance check! It’s likely that the ideal 

code structure that you have outlined differs from what you have in place now.  You 

probably have a lot of table values you don’t use, even for historical purposes, or 

perhaps you don’t even know what they mean.  Make a full back‐up of your system (and 

test the restore process!), and then get rid of those values.  It’s also likely that these values 

are not in the best fields based on the outputs that you want.  It’s time to dive into your 

software’s more advanced features and move values around (again, after a backup!).  

Finally, add any new values that you need. 

6. Develop and Document Processes.  Now that you have everything cleaned up and 

running well, keep it that way.  Determine the most efficient methods for inputting and 

maintaining your reorganized data.  Establish clear responsibilities so everyone knows 

what fields they can change, and reinforce these guidelines with security settings if your 

software allows.  Outline how certain types of information will flow through your 

department.  For example, what path does a new prospect record follow?  An address 

update?  A new gift to be entered?  Document the specific steps for inputting and 

updating information.  An operations handbook will do wonders to promote accuracy and 

consistency.  

7. Maintain Data Integrity.  It is useful to audit your work after you have entered 

information before you generate lists and reports.  A series of simple queries or reports 

can quickly uncover common errors that you can correct before they show up in your 

outputs.  Each correction becomes an opportunity to refine your processes and 

documentation, or to provide incremental training to users. 

8. Build a Portfolio of Outputs.  You are almost at your destination.  You have good 

code structure, a clean database, and great business practices; now you can set up the 

lists, letters and reports you have been waiting to use.  Start with the simple outputs, 

but don’t wait too long to go after the complex ones, even if you won’t need them 

immediately.  If there is a glitch in how you have set things up, it is always better to 

know early when it’s easier to fix, rather than in a few months.  Ideally, outputs should 

be set up so that many people can run them, not just the experts.  This frees up the 

experts’ time to explore new and interesting areas of your software, and it allows 

everyone broader access to the software features.  We call this democratizing the 

database.  

9. Bring Your Colleagues into the Fold.  Throughout this trip, you have likely asked 

colleagues to come along-to participate in decisions, test out features, and listen to your 

trials and triumphs.  Now it’s time to share the rewards of all your hard work.  You can 

train staff and management in a group format or one‐on‐one, but a combination of both 

usually works best.  Use the operations handbook you have created to keep the training 

consistent.  It introduces your documentation and establishes the habit of using it as the 

go‐to reference. 

10. Put It All into Practice.  This is where the rubber meets the road.  It’s time to 

implement, refine, repeat.  As you start to roll out your revised software, tweaks and 

adjustments will be required along the way.  You’ll discover that what worked in testing 

might need changes in your live environment.  You may find even better ways to do 

things, and you’ll want to incorporate those into your documentation and ongoing 

training.  Of course, over time, fundraising strategies will shift and those changes will 

require adaptation as well.  It’s an exciting and engaging trip and you’re now well 

equipped to handle it all.  Enjoy! 

For more information on how we can streamline your system: 
www.teamheller.com, 510-841-4222, info@teamheller.com 
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