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Introduction
01 /

Choosing a CRM database can be a big decision for small charities. There’s a 
lot of scary sounding jargon surrounding it - terms like “cloud based” and “360° 
view”, which can make choosing a database quite a daunting task! 

The first step is to decide what you’re looking for in a CRM, and then choosing 
the provider that’s right for you. Of course, this is easier said than done.

This guide will explain the whole CRM process - from explaining what CRM 
actually is and how it can potentially help your organisation, right through to 
costs and other important things to consider when choosing a provider.

First, let’s start with explaining CRM from the beginning.
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What is a CRM?
02 /

“CRM” traditionally stands for “cus-
tomer relationship management”. In 
the nonprofit sector the term “contact 
relationship management” is more 
common - charities don’t usually have 
customers!

Chances are, your organisation has 
a lot of data. You might have data 
stored about donors & the payments 
they’ve made, the events you’re run-
ning, supporters who are volunteering 
for you, and perhaps information on 
grants that you’re applying for each 
year.

There’s a good chance you already 
have a bunch of different spread-
sheets that you’re using to manage 
each of these. 

A CRM is simply a place for you to 
store all of this data - a database. 

The idea behind a CRM database is 
that you have an easy to use, central 
place to store all of the information 
about your supporters and how 
they’re related to your organisation. 
Instead of having all of those different 
spreadsheets, you have one place 
where all of the data lives.

First let’s start from the beginning by 
explaining why your organisation 
might need a CRM.

         We’re exploring opportunities 
we just couldn’t see before because 
we were so busy with data handling 
and manual stuff that we shouldn’t 
have needed to do at all. We’re now 
thinking about projects we wouldn’t 
have been able to dream about with 
our old CRM.

Gillian Graham 
@ Edinburgh Dog & Cat Home
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Why do we need a CRM for 
our organisation?

03 /

Every day, I speak with charities who 
are finding managing data a real 
challenge. There’s so much informa-
tion to keep track of.

The average charity takes donations 
from at least 5 different sources.

Usually, this information winds up in 
a series of disparate spreadsheets 
and systems. None of these talk to one 
another - which can make it tricky 
to communicate properly with your 
supporters in a relevant and personal 
way.

Have a think - when was the last time 
you wanted to email everyone who’d 
donated more than £100 in the last 
year? Or maybe call up everyone who 
attended a particular event to invite 
them to the next one?

A good CRM database will help solve 
this - by bringing all the data into one 
secure place that you can quickly 
slice, dice, and explore to do what you 
want.

It’ll also make keeping on the right 
side of the GDPR much simpler as 
you’re storing everything in one place.

A good nonprofit CRM will also help 
you with claiming Gift Aid. The rules 
in relation to what donations you 
can claim on are many, and it can be 
difficult to keep track of all of those 
scanned declaration documents, 
who’s donated what and when, is 
this declaration valid for a particular 
donation, etc. 

You should fully expect a nonprofit 
CRM to eliminate most (if not all) of 
these Gift Aid data wrangling tasks 
- and have a direct connection with 
HMRC for submitting your claims to 
Charities Online.

So really, a CRM is great for you and 
your supporters. You can stay com-
pliant, communicate more effectively, 
and your supporters will get a better 
experience each time they engage 
with your organisation.

Let’s read on to learn more about how 
to decide on the CRM that’s right for 
you.

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/charities-detailed-guidance-notes/chapter-3-gift-aid
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The CRM that’s right for you
04 /

Before diving into demos with CRM providers,  take a pause 
and asking yourself: “What are we looking for in a CRM?”

The data that matters to you

The best place to start is to make a list of the kinds of data you need to store. 
CRMs are all about storing and managing data effectively - so you’ll want to 
pick one that allows you to store & manage the kinds of data that you work 
with.

For example, there are some databases that are solely focused on fundraising. 
If you’re struggling to manage hundreds of volunteers day-to-day, a fundrais-
ing-focused database probably won’t help with that.

Below is a common list of data types you might want to store:

Donors &  
fundraisers

Gift Aid  
declarations

Volunteer 
details

Memberships

Grant  
programmes & 
applications

Cases &  
enquiries

Events &  
attendees

Funds

Donations
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The features that matter for 
you

Once you’ve thought about the kinds 
of data you’re storing, have a think 
about some of the challenges you’re 
facing internally. The database that’s 
right for you should help solve those 
challenges, ideally in full. 

Remember, a CRM database is meant 
to save you time.

If you’re taking donations online, you 
probably want your website to talk 
to your CRM, ideally via a beautiful, 
mobile friendly web form.

If you’re using a platform like JustGiv-
ing or Facebook, they should work 

nicely with your database - so you 
can clearly see who’s donating and 
fundraising in one place.

If you’re struggling with all of the ad-
min in relation to Gift Aid, then auto-
mated Gift Aid management will be 
key for you.

If you’re managing pledges, major 
donations, or grants, then you’ll need 
simple ways of visualising in a “pipe-
line” where you’re at with each of 
them, including deadline dates or next 
steps. 

If you’re finding it challenging to 
prepare reports for your trustees or 
supporters, you’ll want great report-
ing functionality.

        We’re working 
more cohesively 
because the whole 
organisation is on 
the same system. 
It’s saving so much 
time.

Denice Houslin 
@ Foothold
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Your organisation’s skill-set

The final thing to consider when think-
ing about the CRM that’s right for you 
is the skills of your employees. Different 
databases require different levels of 
expertise.

For example, you could buy an ex-
tremely complicated and powerful 
platform, but if there’s no one internally 
who knows how to administer or use 
it, then don’t expect to get much value 
out of it!

Similarly, many of the older fundraising 
databases aren’t “cloud based” - which 
means the data and software will need 
to run on a computer in your office. 
You’ll likely need someone with IT ex-
pertise to keep it running smoothly.

Most importantly - you need a data-
base that you can customise yourself, 
and one that your team finds easy to 
use day-to-day. No rocket science 
manual required!

Your budget

Different CRMs cost different amounts. 
As a small organisation, you might not 
have the budget to spend tens of thou-
sands of pounds on a database. 

Regardless of which CRM database 
you choose, there will always be costs 
associated, so it’s important to consider 
the kind of budget you can realistically 
afford.

We’ll cover the cost of a CRM in more 
detail in the following section.



9

How much does a CRM cost?
05 /

CRM projects can cost you next to nothing, or an arm and a leg. Typically, CRM 
software starts in the region of £50 / month, on a subscription basis.

There are three or four different costs involved:

01/ Technology license

The cost of actually using the soft-
ware. Most modern databases run 
in the “cloud” and technology pro-
viders have costs associated with 
that - this is what the license costs 
go towards.

02/ Support 

This is often covered within the tech-
nology license, but if you’re looking 
for training, expect to pay a per-day 
rate for this.

03/ Implementation 

Data migration, training, and cus-
tomising of your new database usu-
ally come under “implementation”. 
Typically costs here start at ~£2,500. 
This cost is optional - you can set up 
the CRM yourself if you prefer.

        We hadn’t collected Gift Aid in 
a really long time. It was so hard to 
do with the tools we had. Beacon... 
let us claim over £12,000 in back-
dated Gift Aid, so Beacon has paid 
for itself out of the gate.

Lydia Smith 
@ Kids Matter
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CRMs for non-profits
06 /

While there are a number of nonprofit databases available, on this page we’ve 
listed the ones most widely used by the UK sector.

Nonprofit CRM databases

Nonprofit CRMs (sometimes referred 
to as “fundraising databases”) are 
products built specifically for the non-
profit sector.

Beacon (that’s us!)

BlackBaud (ETapestry and Raiser’s 
Edge)

CiviCRM

Donorfy

DonorPerfect

Access Charity CRM

Commercial CRMs

Products originally built for business-
es, some commercial CRMs have been 
adapted to suit nonprofits.

Salesforce

Microsoft Dynamics 365

Hubspot

Note: many of the below databases are our competitors - 
but we believe it’s important that you have the full list so you 
can make the decision that’s right for your organisation!

https://beaconcrm.co.uk
https://www.blackbaud.co.uk/
https://civicrm.org/
https://donorfy.com
http://www.donorperfect.co.uk/
https://www.theaccessgroup.com/en-gb/crm/sectors/not-for-profit/
https://www.salesforce.org/
https://www.microsoft.com/en-us/nonprofits/dynamics-365
https://www.hubspot.com/products/crm
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Conclusion
07 /

Now we’ve discussed the benefits of a 
CRM and the things you need to con-
sider when choosing a CRM, the next 
steps are to start speaking with CRM 
providers! 

You can usually reach out to provid-
ers directly on their website. Ask for a 
demo, and once you’ve got them on 
the phone, communicate clearly what 
your requirements are, and ask them 
to show you how their platform can 
meet your needs.

Importantly, try and assess how much 
customisation will be required to 
make the database work for you, and 
the total costs associated with that.

A few final tips:

• Some providers offer a free trial of 
the software before buying. If this 
is available, take advantage of it!

• Work out how much customisation 
work will need to be done, and the 
cost of it. This will directly affect 
how long it takes to get up and 
running with your database.

• Software providers sometimes try 
and lock you into long multi-year 
contracts. Avoid this at all costs.

• Choose a database that you find 
easy to use. You’ll be using it a lot!

That’s about it from me, I hope this guide was useful! If you’d like to learn more 
about Beacon, please do feel free to reach out and book a demo with me. 

Look forward to speaking! 

Chris Houghton 
CEO

chris@beaconcrm.org

mailto:chris%40beaconcrm.org?subject=Beacon%20demo

