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CRM survey

When Fundraising Magazine’s 
annual review of CRM systems  
for charities was undertaken a  
year ago, charities were just coming 
to terms with Covid-19. However, 
even then CRM experts were talking 
optimistically of how the pandemic 
had accelerated engagement with 
digital and cloud-based solutions. 

A year on and there is a clearer 
sense of the impact that the 
pandemic has had on fundraising 
teams. This year’s survey offers 
insight into how CRM systems have 
helped organisations to overcome 
challenges and maximise 
opportunities, as well as a view  
of what the future may hold.

Overcoming challenges

Jonathan Chevalier, CEO at Charity 
Digital, says that the two biggest 
tests of the pandemic for charities 
have been the loss of income from 
face-to-face fundraising events  
and having to switch to virtual 
service provision. As face-to-face 
fundraising events often relied on 
mobilising networks of volunteers 
and brought in income from donors 
whom charities had no direct 
connection with, there were often 
one-off donations that were hard  
to follow up without a good CRM 
system. “Those charities with a 
strong CRM were able to launch 
emergency fundraising campaigns 

quickly by contacting the supporters 
on their databases,” he says. “They 
have also been best placed to pivot 
to virtual events.”

As CRMs can be equally useful for 
managing beneficiary relationships, 
they have helped organisations  
to move their services online. 
Chevalier says: “Having a good 
understanding of each beneficiary 
and holding online contact details 
will have made it much easier to 
maintain contact with beneficiaries 
throughout lockdown and to 
support them with services.”

There has also been the challenge 
of fundraising teams being separated 
and working from home.

The pandemic has accelerated digitisation and a desire 
to seek out cloud-based solutions. ian allsop analyses 
the findings of this year’s CRM Survey 
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Ivan Wainewright, an independent 
CRM consultant, says that from  
a technology point of view, the key 
challenge has been for charities 
which had their fundraising 
database/CRM system on their own 
server in their office and were not 
set up to allow all their employees 
remote access to it. “This has caused 
issues such as slow access speeds, 
inability to import/export data  
in a smooth way, and the technical 
challenge in the first place of giving 
access to all their users. This has led 
to a desire to move to the cloud.”

Casper Harratt, Blackbaud 
Europe’s director of marketing, 
agrees that suddenly adapting  

to an entirely remote workforce 
presented big challenges. Over  
83% of respondents to a recent 
Blackbaud survey stated that access 
to cloud-based technology has been 
essential. “Having a single source  
of truth for all donor, volunteer and 
member data that was accessible 
securely from home allowed 
charities to continue operating with 
minimal interruption,” he says.

Harratt also cites the impact of the 
furlough scheme, which meant some 
fundraising teams felt under intense 

pressure to save time and  
be more efficient with fewer staff. 
“It has been more important than 
ever to have a CRM tool that’s  
easy to use, quick to update and 
which provides a full picture of their 
fundraising efforts.” 

Robin Fisk, founder and CEO at 
Donorfy, says that the pandemic has 
accelerated digital transformation  
in charities, whether they were  
ready or not. “Whether that means 
working from home, using online 
fundraising tools or simply moving 

“ Over 83% of respondents to a Blackbaud survey said 
that access to cloud-based technologies is essential”



to a cloud-based CRM, it has 
certainly quickened the change.” 

Fisk also thinks that home 
working has challenged the culture 
in many organisations by placing  
a greater emphasis on trust and 
communication. “CRM has been  
a key driver in that. Making sure  

that your CRM is up to date so  
that you know who has said what  
and to whom has never been more 
important. You can’t just shout 
across the office to get the latest  
on an appeal.”

Chris Houghton, CEO at Beacon, 
adds that cloud-based CRM has 
meant that the whole team can 
access the information that matters – 
and better engage their supporters  
as a result. “The pandemic has really 
emphasised the importance of online 
supporter journeys, including slick 
website donation forms and engaging 
automated email communications.”

One charity respondent to  
the survey says that Covid-19  
was an additional push to improve 
efficiency as a new CRM was put  
in place to eliminate the manual 
workarounds of an old system. For 
another responder, the pandemic 
allowed them “to purge our database 
to identify a more useful audience”. 

A further person states: “Covid has 
given us the opportunity to recode 
and restructure our financial 
processes and procedures.”

Keith Collins, principal consultant 
at Adapta Consulting, agrees that the 
pandemic has offered opportunities. 
He mentions a charity providing 
expertise and training to education 
professionals, which used the 
opportunity to digitise its method  
of delivery and has seen a growth  
in the number of people using  
its services.

However, he cautions that the  
role of CRM is only part of the story 
and lists other important platforms 
including digital marketing solutions, 
social media and fitness-based  
social networking tools. “CRM is 
still very relevant, but it is now just 
one of a number of technologies  
that charities need to use to deliver 
and communicate their mission.”

CRM integration

For a number of years, the ability  
of CRM solutions to integrate  
with other systems has been a 
recurring theme, and a perceived 
weakness of some products. 
Satisfaction scores on integration 
remain the lowest of all areas 
considered (see figures 4 and 5).  
But are things improving, and  
what barriers still remain?

Tom Ellis, managing director  
at Harlequin, says that in recent 
years much development has been 
put into integration with popular  
third-party software. “And rightly  
so. After all, a good CRM system  
is designed to save you work and 
time, not add to it,” he says.

Shaf Mansour, not-for-profit 
solutions specialist at Access, 
considers that integration and 
automation are key topics as 
organisations strive to achieve more, 
often with less resource. “We are 
actively adding other integrations to 
address improved communications 
management and marketing 
automation,” he says. “With the 
sudden shift last year to remote 
working, access to systems for  
bank authorisation brought new 
challenges to some organisations. 
Increasingly, organisations are 
outsourcing the direct debit  

“ Integration with third-party systems  
is a non-starter for legacy CRM databases  
that aren’t cloud-based”
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 Figure 2: Years using package
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Figure 3: Packages by charity income

CRM survey

Fundraising Magazine, in partnership with Charity 
Finance, runs an annual survey of the UK charity 
CRM universe. The 2021 survey was completed by 
523 charities, of which more than 400 identified  
as fundraising organisations, covering a wide range 
of incomes (see figure 1). Blackbaud continues  
to dominate the market, particularly for larger 
charities, with the long-established Raiser’s  
Edge product, including a growing take-up of  
its cloud-based NXT version. Donorfy and Beacon 
continue to pick up business, and enjoy enviable 
satisfaction levels among smaller charities as well  
as in the £1m–10m range (see figure 3).

Methodology
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Figure 5: How do you rate the ability of your CRM system to: 

Software 
Number of 
responses 

Integrate with 
digital marketing 

tools 

Help provide a single 
view of supporters/

stakeholders 

Help you automate 
your business 

processes 

Access thankQ 19 3.2 3.4 3.0

Advantage Fundraiser (Redbourn) 11 3.5 4.2 3.9

Beacon 53 4.3 4.8 4.6

Donorfy 80 4.2 4.6 4.4

eTapestry (Blackbaud) 42 3.0 3.6 3.1

Harlequin 14 3.3 4.0 3.4

Raiser’s Edge (Blackbaud) 148 2.8 3.6 3.2

Salesforce.com 7 4.0 4.0 3.9

Other 36 2.9 3.2 2.9

Overall 410 3.4 4.0 3.6

process and need to make payment 
information flow better.” 

Steve Cast, managing director  
at Redbourn, says that his firm has 
seen an increase in integrations  
over the last year as customers have 
recognised the benefits of linking 
their platforms. “This increase  
has been a combination of out- 
of-the-box integrations, alongside  
a number of custom integrations 
with less common platforms. Our 
experience suggests that the only 

barrier is perhaps a lack of 
understanding of what is possible.”

Collins says that some systems  
are easier for charities to integrate 
than others. “Commercial CRM 
platforms such as Salesforce and 
Microsoft Dynamics 365 benefit 
from ecosystems of systems 
integrators, accredited app  
stores for integrated solutions  
and application programming 
interfaces (APIs) that developers  
of other systems are used to using 

for integration. Some of the  
more recent entrants to the  
charity CRM market have taken  
that same philosophy into their 
products, offering a number of 
integrations as standard. However, 
for some other CRM providers  
and solutions, integration is still 
more of a challenge.”

Wainewright points out that  
some CRM systems have created 
direct integrations with specific  
third-party systems such as email 
software, event management 
software, JustGiving etc, which  
can make them a good solution if 
you want to use one those systems 
with which they have integrated.

However, he warns: “For users 
used to importing CSV files directly 
into fundraising databases, moving 
to a commercial CRM platform 
means that they need to change  
this process to use the system’s  
own integration tools. That is 
perfectly viable and means you  
can improve automation, but it  
can take significant time to initially 
learn and configure.” 

Figure 4: How do you rate your CRM software?*

Software 
Number of 
responses   Functionality  Cost 

Integration with  
other systems 

Integration 
with website 

Ease  
of use  Accessibility  Security  

Ability to  
customise   Overall 

Access thankQ 19 3.7 3.1 2.8 2.6 3.6 3.5 4.1 2.8 3.3

Advantage Fundraiser (Redbourn) 11 4.5 4.5 3.5 3.5 4.3 4.1 4.4 3.9 4.2

Beacon 53 4.9 4.9 4.7 4.7 4.9 4.8 4.9 4.8 4.9

Donorfy 81 4.7 4.7 4.5 4.2 4.6 4.6 4.6 4.3 4.7

eTapestry (Blackbaud) 42 3.7 3.3 3.0 3.1 3.2 3.7 3.6 3.2 3.5

Harlequin 14 4.2 4.3 3.7 3.6 4.1 4.1 4.4 3.9 4.1

Raiser’s Edge (Blackbaud) 148 3.9 3.2 2.9 2.8 3.6 3.6 3.6 2.9 3.5

Salesforce.com 7 3.9 3.4 4.1 3.4 3.3 4.1 4.3 4.3 3.9

Other 36 3.4 3.6 3.1 3.2 3.4 3.3 4.0 3.0 3.1

Overall 411 4.2 3.8 3.5 3.4 3.9 4.0 4.1 3.6 3.9

*Satisfaction ratings have been determined by assigning responses with values from “very good” = 5 to “very poor” = 1, and then calculating an average

CRM survey
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Integration with third-party 
systems is a non-starter for legacy 
CRM databases that aren’t cloud-
based, according to Houghton at 
Beacon. “Web-based, open APIs  
are a requirement for integrations. 
As charities shift, integration will 
become easier. 

“The third-party systems can 
themselves be a challenge. Many 
charity-focused providers (eg CAF, 
Virgin Money Giving, Facebook 
Donate) do not have open APIs, 
making automated, real-time 
integration impossible. There  
have been very few improvements 
from these providers in the last  
12 months. Bulk CSV imports are  
a good substitute, but they’re not 
what you could call an integration.”

For Fisk, integrations are the key 
to an accurate and up-to-date CRM. 
“They need to be able to handle  
the various data concepts that 
fundraising platforms use – such  
as pages, donors, soft-credits, 
campaigns, payouts and more – and 
combine them into your CRM so 

they make sense in reports. But with 
the correct data structures and an 
open, robust and well-documented 
API, integrations do a lot of the 
heavy lifting data-wise.”

Changing times

While a number of charities have 
changed system in the last year, over 
a third have had their package for 
more than five years (see figure 2). 
While 10% review every year and 
37% say they will review in the next 
12 months, more than a third only 
review every three to five years,  
with a similar number only doing  
so every half a decade at most. So 
what questions are charities asking  
when reviewing and selecting their 
CRM software?

“Interestingly, all through the 
pandemic, our customers have been 
telling us that the main benefit of 

their CRM solution [and therefore 
their priority] is still retaining  
and nurturing relationships with 
their existing donor base,” says 
Harratt. “Other priorities include 
streamlining fundraising processes 
and achieving a clear view of 
fundraising performance. To do  
this, organisations look for some  
key features as standard in their  
CRM solution, such as reporting 
and querying.” 

He adds: “While there are 
constant, important innovations 
being made in the charity tech space, 
ultimately there is a long list of  
core features that any CRM needs  
to be strong on in order to robustly 
support the day-to-day processes 
that non-profits rely on the most 
and save their teams valuable time.”

Too many charities still 
concentrate on functionality, 
according to Wainewright. 

CRM survey

“ The scope of a fundraising CRM is no longer  
just for income processing”
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“Most of the good fundraising 
databases and CRM platforms can 
do most of what you want to do very 
well, so it comes down to how your 
software supplier or implementation 
partner can help you to implement 
the system. Do it badly and you may 
have many months of pain ahead 
trying to sort it out after you go live. 
This is why you will hear one charity 

say a product is rubbish, when 
actually it isn’t. It’s just that it either 
wasn’t right for their needs, people 
or budget, or it wasn’t implemented 
appropriately for them.”

Chevalier says that the most 
important thing is to have clarity on 
what you will be using the CRM for 

and to let that drive the selection 
criteria. “If it is a supporter-focused 
CRM, then key functionality such  
as linking to fundraising software, 
generating Gift-Aid claims and 
legacy giving might be most 
important. If it’s a beneficiary-
focused solution, then functionality 
such as appointment booking might 
be key. For reporting to the board of 
trustees and grant funders, impact 
measurement and reporting is likely 
to be important.”

In addition to these use-driven 
criteria, it will be important to 
consider the cost of ownership  
of different solutions, and balance 
this against the value each provides. 
“While more sophisticated solutions 
will tend to be more expensive, 
cheaper ones might not contain  
the required functionality and 
therefore result in high ongoing 
costs associated with manual 
workarounds,” he says.

There is a combination of 
pressures on staff now, and 
organisations increasingly recognise 
the value of having much wider staff 
access to CRM, says Mansour. “The 
scope of a fundraising CRM is no 
longer just for income processing, 
acknowledgements and Gift Aid 
management. The need for easy- 
to-use systems is increasing, so that 
users can update their activity on 
records easily, create their own 
reports and work with the data.” 

Houghton agrees that ease of use 
continues to be the top requirement 
when choosing a CRM. “Charities 

are recognising the value of bringing 
all data into one place, rather than 
having different systems for clients, 
donors and volunteers. The benefits 
here are numerous, such as the 
ability to centralise reporting,  
and to get a complete view of  
each supporter.”

Ellis at Harlequin thinks that 
keeping track of donor journeys 
remains very much a paramount 
requirement, adding: “We have  
also definitely seen a move towards 
charities wanting to use their CRM 
system for more than just fundraising 
and contact management, and to 
utilise the system in their service 
delivery as a result.” 

Finally, he agrees with 
Wainewright that more charities 
should ask about the relationship 
between provider and client. “In our 
opinion, charities should view their 
CRM provider as an extension of 
their team and we, in turn, very 
much see our client-base as a club 
with a common purpose.”

Security a high priority

With cyber-attacks regularly in  
the news, security remains a high 
priority. For charities, the risks can 
be both financial and reputational. 
While nearly three-quarters of 
respondents are very satisfied that 
their CRM software has enabled 
them to be compliant with the 
General Data Protection Regulation 
(GDPR), up from 68% last year, data 
protection is an ongoing challenge. 

Figure 6: How do you rate your CRM software supplier?

Supplier 
▼

Number 
of 

responses  

Technical 
support/ 

customer service 

Provision  
of updates/

upgrades 

Knowledge 
of charity 

sector 

Corporate 
social 

responsibility 
Investment in 
development 

Engagement 
during the 
pandemic  Overall 

% that would 
recommend 

supplier 

Access (thankQ) 19 3.8 3.7 3.9 3.2 3.5 3.7 3.6 61

Beacon 53 5.0 4.9 4.9 4.8 4.8 4.9 4.9 100

Blackbaud (eTapestry  
& Raiser’s Edge)

189 3.8 3.5 4.0 3.5 3.4 3.5 3.6 73

Donorfy 80 4.7 4.7 4.7 4.3 4.6 4.6 4.8 100

Harlequin 14 4.6 3.9 4.7 4.4 4.1 3.7 4.4 93

Microsoft (Access, 
Dynamics CRM, & Excel)

8 3.6 3.3 2.8 3.4 3.4 2.9 3.4 50

Redbourn (Advantage 
Fundraiser)

11 4.9 4.6 4.5 4.4 4.2 4.2 4.5 90

Salesforce.com 7 3.9 4.1 3.3 3.8 3.9 3.4 3.7 86

Other 27 3.4 3.3 3.4 3.4 3.4 3.3 3.2 35

Overall 408 4.2 4.0 4.2 3.9 3.9 3.9 4.0 80

CRM survey

94%   of charities’ CRM products record 
whether a contact has given consent 
for different channels, which is a 
comparable figure to last year.

83%   record the date when every contact 
on the database was made, with 14% 
only recording data for new ones.

22%   record whether a contact  
is on the Telephone Preference 
Service.

Other findings

“ CRM systems will continue  
to evolve into being the central   
hubs of stakeholder engagement”
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Figure 7: How well does  
your CRM software interface 
with web-based fundraising 
platforms?
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21%
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Figure 8: How many 
suppressions has your 
organisation received  
through the FPS?*
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*  40% of respondents record whether a  
contact has registered a suppression with  
the Fundraising Preference Service (FPS)
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Mansour says that customers  
are asking for a lot of assurances 
around where data will reside  
and who will have access to it, and 
want to be confident that the data  
is secure and that help is available  
if needed. “Data security is  
certainly a theme that is here  
to stay,” he says.

A number of high-profile charities, 
including the National Trust, Crisis 
and Sue Ryder, were affected by a 
ransomware attack on Blackbaud  
in May last year. In July, the provider 
notified affected clients about  
an incident where cybercriminals 
accessed some data and said that  
no credit card or payment data was 
obtained by criminals. 

In response, Blackbaud says: “We 
sincerely regret that this incident 
happened and will continue to 
partner closely with our customers 
on issues of cybersecurity. Over  
the last five years, we have built  
a substantial cybersecurity  
practice with a dedicated team  
of professionals. We follow  
industry-standard best practices, 
conduct ongoing risk assessments, 
aggressively test the security  
of our solutions and continually 
assess our infrastructure.” 

Future developments

As we start to come out of the 
pandemic, CRM systems will 
continue to evolve. According to 
Fisk, artificial intelligence will have 
an impact on charity CRM systems 
moving forward, offering data-based 
insights that enable charities to 
better predict how donors will 
respond to campaigns. “I think  
it will help provide the answer  
to why people give, not just what, 
how and when. Machine learning 
will help charities work with less 
structured data to detect patterns 

which will help them better 
understand what kind of supporters 
they have,” he says.

For Houghton, the most exciting 
developments in CRM are focused 
around integration and automation. 
“From web forms to cloud-based 
integration between different 
services, automation is enabling 
more and more organisations to 

focus on what matters – rather  
than wrangling data between 
different systems.”

Whatever the future holds,  
CRMs will need to become the 
beating heart of not-for-profit 
operations, with the ability to 
collect, present and connect data  
at scale, says Mansour at Access, 
adding: “They also need to stay 
incredibly secure and accessible  
for the organisation, so they can 
focus on increasing their impact 
delivery. Emerging technologies 
such as machine learning or 
predictive intelligence require  
more complex technology solutions, 
so CRMs will need to adapt their 
current ways of integrating data  
and feature-layers.”

Ellis concludes: “CRM systems 
will undoubtedly continue to  
evolve into being the central hubs  
of stakeholder engagement for 
charities. Many of our clients see 
CRM as a one-stop shop for all their 
income generation and day-to-day 
service administration, which both 
enhances team working as well as 
providing trustees with more value 
for money from their investment.” 

“ Whatever the future holds, CRMs will need  
to become the beating heart of operations”


