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Navigating non-profit CRM



Adapta Consulting

We are:
– A specialist information systems consultancy
– We only work with membership organisations, charities, 

associations, trusts and others in the NfP sector
– We are completely supplier-independent
– Our consultants have held senior positions in a broad 

range of different organisations
– Our advice and guidance is based on practical experience 

gained over many years.



The CRM Landscape



What is CRM anyway? 

Or is it something bigger?
However, an alternative definition of ‘CRM’ is broader: “A management 
philosophy according to which an organisation’s goals can be best achieved 
through identification and satisfaction of the customers' stated and unstated 
needs and wants” and encompasses everything that is involved in managing 
relationships with customers – the people who do the work, the processes 
involved, and all of the technology tools – including databases – that are used.

Does ‘CRM’ just mean ‘Database’?
One definition of ‘CRM’ is quite narrow: “A computerised system for identifying, targeting, 
acquiring, and retaining the best mix of customers” and confined purely to just one particular 
technology tool involved in customer relationships. With this definition, ‘CRM‘ really does just 
mean ‘Database’

Source of definitions: www.businessdictionary.com/definition/customer-relationship-management-CRM.html

Customer Relationship Management – some definitions 
Unhelpfully, the acronym ‘CRM’ which stands for ‘Customer Relationship Management’ is 
defined differently by different people. The distinction between these definitions is vitally 
important. 

Process, people, technology
At Adapta, we think the second definition – with a broader 
recognition of the importance of looking at process, people and 
technology issues when considering your ‘CRM’ requirements –
is a better way of ensuring that a not-for-profit organisation 
approaches the project in the right way, and maximises the 
benefits of any technology.



Is CRM relevant to my organisation?

But I don’t have customers, I have supporters!
In our experience, managing supporter (or member)
relationships in a not-for-profit organisation is more 
complicated than managing customer relationships in 
a similar-sized business.  

Rather than selling products or services to other 
companies or direct to individuals, a typical not-for-
profit will be managing relationships with a wider 
range of contacts and organisations – marketing your 
services, asking for donations, involving them as a 
volunteer, or providing them with membership 
benefits. And all of this will happen across every 
channel – traditional and digital.

And with the increasing need to do more good with 
less resources, customer relationship management is 
even more relevant to not-for-profit organisations.
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Process



Process
How we do what we do!
Everywhere you look in a not-for-
profit organisation, you’ll find a 
business process! When you run a 
Gift Aid claim, there is a process 
for that. When you approach a 
major donor to fund a project, 
there’s a process for that. When 
you ask your members to renew 
their membership, there’s a 
process for that.



Process

Remake, remodel
If you are thinking about 
investing in CRM, then this is 
often an opportunity to remind 
yourself what you do and how 
you do it, and identify any 
opportunities to improve the ay 
you do things – perhaps tied in 
with your investment in new 
technology.



People



People
CRM involves everybody
A not-for-profit organisation is 
typically composed of a bewildering 
array of different ‘stakeholders’ – staff, 
volunteers, members, visitors, donors, 
campaigners, beneficiaries, service 
users – different groups that all need 
to be taken into consideration when 
planning, selecting and implementing 
CRM. 

It’s important to consider what CRM 
means from the perspective of your 
ultimate ‘customer’ – whether that is 
a supporter, a member, a visitor or a 
beneficiary. 
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Source of definitions: www.businessdictionary.com/definition/customer-relationship-management-CRM.html

Technology



CRM in the not-for-profit world is 
different
It is easy to think that the commercial world is 
more sophisticated and complex – but the 
reality is that charities and membership 
organisations require their CRM systems to 
support processes - such as managing Direct 
Debits, or Gift Aid – that for-profit businesses 
don’t need to worry about.

How important is this?
Well, that depends how important some of these 
requirements are to your organisation. If most of 
your income comes through Direct Debits, or you 
run a membership programme with different 
schemes, benefits etc. – then your CRM system 
needs to support these vital business areas.

If you are a not-for-profit that doesn’t do these 
things – and some organisations don’t – then 
your requirements, and choices, might be 
simpler.

Requirement Possible Commercial 
CRM need

Possible Non-
profit CRM need

Contact management √ √

Sales (proposal) management √ √

Email marketing integration √ √

Integration with ecommerce √ √

Integration with ticketing √ √

Donation processing √

Project monitoring and evaluation √

Gift Aid √

Partner management √

Membership management √

Grants management √

Volunteer management √

Impact reporting √

Event management √

Integration with online giving platforms √

Technology



Some CRM systems are best at supporting 
traditional, offline methods of fundraising 
and charity administration – e.g. major 
donor fundraising, donation batching and 
thanking, Gift Aid management – but are 
more challenged when it comes to 
enabling your organisation to combine 
your offline data and processes with web, 
email marketing and social media, and 
when it comes to extending the use of the 
system for some other areas of a charity’s 
operation.

Technology
The tension between traditional…
Some CRM systems are best at supporting traditional, 
offline methods of fundraising and charity 
administration – e.g. major donor fundraising, 
donation batching and thanking, Gift Aid management, 
but are more challenged when it comes to enabling 
your organisation to combine your offline data and 
processes with web, email marketing and social media, 
and when it comes to extending the use of the system 
for some other areas of a charity’s operation.

And digital..
Some CRM systems are instead designed primarily to 

integrate with digital tools such as email marketing, 
web analytics and social media – and as technology 

platforms that can be extended to support areas of a 
not-for-profit’s operation. However, these systems 

often have little by way of not-for-profit specific 
functionality built into them as standard, meaning that 

a not-for-profit has to rely upon implementation service 
providers to develop these areas of functionality.



Open Source CRM systems used within the NFP sector are often evolved from 
Content Management Systems (CMS) and due to open source licencing can be 
acquired for free. A community of users and developers contribute to patch and 
develop the core software code base. Apart from free plug-in functionality that is 
available, a number of suppliers have built paid-for plug-in solutions focussed on 
the needs of the NFP sector.

Platform CRM systems are solutions that are built upwards from a core software 
platform such as Microsoft Dynamics CRM or Salesforce, often offering only core 
contact relationship management functionality out-of-the-box. Additional 
functionality relevant to either the sector as a whole or an individual 
organisation has to be purchased or developed. Some suppliers have developed 
additional NFP relevant functionality available to purchase.

Product CRM systems are package solutions, often with core functionality 
relevant to many not-for-profit organisations (such as Gift Aid processing). 
Options are often switched on or off dependant on requirements of the 
organisation and/or software licencing options purchased. Additional modules 
and bespoke development are often available at additional cost.

The building blocks of CRM
Do you need something pre-built, that you can move straight into, or 
would you like an architect to design your dream (CRM) home? 

Technology



Where do they come from?
One way of viewing the not-for-profit marketplace is understanding 
where the different providers and systems are coming from…

Are they coming from ‘Planet Product’, ‘Planet Salesforce’, ‘Planet 
Microsoft’, or even ‘Planet Opensource’?

Technology



Technology
Planet 

Product

Planet 
Microsoft

Planet 
Salesforce

Planet 
Open 

Source

Brave new worlds for you to explore!

*This is just a brief cross-section of the suppliers and systems available for not-for-profit 
organisations. Read our latest white papers for a more detailed analysis of the various options 
across all the suppliers in the sector at www.adaptaconsulting.co.uk/adapta-publications



Technology

Where are you going?
Another way of looking at the technology, is to 
understand where these systems and providers might be 
able to take your organisation – towards success with 
perhaps membership, fundraising, grants, case 
management…or even a bit of everything!

Fundraising

Membership

Grant Management Case ManagementA bit of everything!



Case Study 1 – a small membership organisation

What they did… What this meant…

They were captivated with the bells and whistles 
(e.g. web integration, automated email alerts), 
even though their key requirements (e.g. 
membership, Direct Debits) were more prosaic.

They ended up with the wrong supplier – someone who had no 
experience of delivering the basics.
The project didn’t focus on the basics – so they could never access 
the bells and whistles anyway!

They were captivated by an attractive price – one 
that was 33% cheaper than the other quotes.

They ended up having to pay twice as much as originally planned. 
Everyone ended up feeling disappointed.  

They were captivated by one particular person at 
one supplier. “Excellent”.

They never saw her again.

They started digging themselves into a hole – using 
up the budget, never getting the system finished, 
never getting the data migration done.

They then carried on digging – throwing good money after bad.

They didn’t get expert advice, early enough, or in 
the right places.

By the time they ‘revoked’ the project, they’d invested a lot of 
money, time and emotional energy. And not got anything for this.
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Case Study 1 –a royal institute

What they did… What happened…

Decided to buy a leading membership admin 
package to replace their combination of 
spreadsheets and home-made website forms

They went through a structured selection process; chose the best 
system and bought 120 licences

Configured the system to integrate across all the 
teams involved in all the processes so that there 
was one single “truth” and comprehensive 
reporting

Integrated the system with the website to all 
members and staff to work on consistent data

Went live 18 months after go-live, only 8 staff were using the systems and 4 
of them were also operating parallel procedures

The organisation threated to sue the supplier It turned out not to be the supplier’s fault at all…..



Where next?



• Digital vs IT

• Access vs Security

• Ambition vs Experience

• Technology vs Culture

Selecting CRM software – four issues to resolve 
before you start 



A traditional linear approach… 

Bus. Case Req’ts ITT Impl.Contract



A more adaptive approach..?

What the org. 
really needs 

and can 
achieve

Key 
processes 
and 
requirements

Short list, 
prototyping 
and other 
selection 
activities

Specification and 
contract

Governance, 
options and 
an honest 
business case



The steps to success

For a not-for-profit organisation, the selection, purchase and implementation 
of a new CRM system is likely to be expensive, time-consuming, frustrating 
and – let’s not forget - quite exciting. Therefore, to give the venture a good 
chance of success, there are a number of key steps to take…



Step 1: Get everyone on-board

Organisational ownership
Before you even think about buying any 
software, discuss the initiative with 
everyone involved. If you can get broad 
consensus that something needs to be 
done, then that’s a great starting point 
for your CRM initiative. 

Who’s in charge?
Having secured that broad consensus, now you need to work out who 
is going to take responsibility. At this early stage, the first thing you 
need is a Steering Group or Project Board to determine the direction 
of travel, and a Project Sponsor to facilitate meetings and be the 
person that represents the project at senior management and trustee 
board meetings.



Step 2: Link technology to strategy

Where are you going?
The technology you use should be defined by what 
your organisation is trying to achieve. The 
fundamental questions about your organisation –
Who are you helping? How do you reach out to 
new supporters? What do your members want 
from you? – should guide your choice of 
technology.



What do you need?
Now you’re headed in the right 
direction, then you can start discussing, 
agreeing and – importantly –
documenting what you need your 
technology to do!

Requirement Requirement

Contact management √

Sales (proposal) management √

Email marketing integration √

Integration with ecommerce x

Integration with ticketing x

Donation processing √

Project monitoring and 
evaluation

x

Gift Aid √

Partner management X

Membership management x

Grants management X

Volunteer management √

Impact reporting X

Event management √

Integration with online giving 
platforms

√

Step 2: Link technology to strategy

It’s just like buying a 
house!
And yes, it’s just like buying a 
house! Do you need a studio flat, 
or a four bedroom house – with 
a garage – to cater for a growing 
family?



Step 3: Be a canny shopper
What is the right amount to spend?
There’s one simple answer to the question “How much does a new CRM system cost?” That 
answer is “More than you expect”. There are many things to factor in to this investment –
licenses, data migration, training, integration – the list is not exactly endless, but it is quite long!

Comparing apples with apples….
The best way to get clarity as to how much you should 
be investing, is to test the market, and solicit responses 
to a document that lays out your plans. 

Think long-term
Your investment in CRM should be seen as a long-term purchase. 
After all, you don’t want to be doing this for at least another 6 or 7 
years! Factor in everything that’s included, and compare the quotes 
receive over a 3 or 5 year period.



Step 4: Plan your move

It’s like moving 
house…If you’ve ever 

moved house, then you’ll 
know how much planning 
and preparation is required –
booking removal companies, 
finalising contracts, liaising 
with solicitors, mortgage 
approvers, conveyancers, 
estate agents, redirecting 
your post, getting 
phone/TV/water/energy 
supplies switched. Oh, and it 
seems to take  forever, and 
is incredibly stressful!

…only 100x more 
complicated!
The sad news is – changing 
CRM systems is even worse, 
with even more to plan and 
organise – migrating data, 
liaising with suppliers (old 
and new), testing new 
business processes, training 
users, organising the period 
between running with one 
system and going live with 
another. Oh, and it seems to 
take  forever, and is 
incredibly stressful!



Conclusion

A word of encouragement!
Thank you for joining us on this journey through the world of non-profit CRM! We 
sincerely hope that you found these insights and ideas invaluable, and that they really 
do help you navigate your way to success with CRM.

We’ve talked a lot in this paper about the challenges, the risks, and the costs of ‘doing’ 
CRM in the non-profit sector. However, we need to remember why you’re here –
you’re here because you’re interested in improving the experience your stakeholders –
supporters, members, volunteers, donors, service users – have of your organisation. 

Doing CRM well is entirely possible, and can be very rewarding – helping your 
organisation to raise more funds, reach more members, recruit more volunteers, 
campaign better – and have more of an impact. Good luck on your journey,



About Adapta

Adapta Consulting guides and publications

Adapta Consulting’s ‘Adaptive Approaches’ guides:

http://www.adaptaconsulting.co.uk/adapta-guides

Adapta Consulting’s online ‘Knowledge Resources’:

http://www.adaptaconsulting.co.uk/adapta-knowledge

Adapta Consulting is an independent consultancy working 
exclusively with organisations in the not for-profit sector. 

We specialise in information systems where our 
consultants have helped a broad range of charities make 
the right choice and go on to a successful implementation. 
We are completely independent, which means that we 
evaluate all the options for change on their merits and we 
have no stake in any particular outcome.

Who we are

Our services include expert assistance with:

• CRM
• Selecting software
• Strategies for IT and Digital
• Developing a business case
• Managing information security
• Virtual IT Director
• Coaching and mentoring
• Improving your processes
• Managing implementations
• DPA and GDPR compliance

What we do

Further reading

Contact us
We would love to have a further chat with you.

Give us a call on: 020 7250 4788
Or drop us an email: hello@adaptaconsulting.co.uk

http://www.adaptaconsulting.co.uk/adapta-guides
http://www.adaptaconsulting.co.uk/adapta-knowledge

