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INTRODUCTION

This time last year many of us found ourselves navigating through new and unfamiliar ways of 

working, with nearly three-quarters of fundraising professionals working from home for the first 

time in their current role. Today, not only have we successfully adapted and demonstrated how 

tenacious the social good sector can be, but we’ve collectively shifted our way of thinking and 

working – and there is no going back.

Access to the right technology has been vital throughout the pandemic, for both cross-

organization collaboration and effective donor management and stewardship. This is why, more than 

ever, your organization's Constituent Relationship Management (CRM) solution has a key role to play 

in your growth strategy.

Cloud-based CRMs safely manage complex constituent data and, when used to their full potential, 

can enable you to build clear and sophisticated donor profiles, creating the foundations of great 

supporter relationships and stewardship journeys, and empowering teams to collaborate no matter 

where they are working from.

There are a lot of elements to consider when selecting the right CRM solution for your organization 

and this guide, we'll walk you through the phases of assessing, selecting, and implementing a new 

cloud-based solution. It also offers additional tips and advice from our team of in-house experts, 

including a refresher on what it means for a CRM to be cloud-based.

Whether you are replacing an existing system that no longer meets your needs, investing in a CRM 

for the first time, or putting a new digital transformation strategy in place, this eBook will help you to 

choose the right solution for your organization's needs.

How to Choose a Cloud-Based CRM Solution
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In its simplest form, the term ‘cloud’ refers to the internet. When 
something is referred to as ‘cloud-based’ it means that it is stored and 
accessible through an internet server, rather than your computer’s hard 
drive or on your office’s server. You may not have realised it, but cloud-
based services have become part of our everyday lives– just think of 
Netflix, Dropbox or Zoom. 

This guide is specifically tailored towards choosing a cloud-based CRM solution as you want to 
invest your time and money in a supporter management tool that offers you a long-term return on 
investment, and the reality is that locally hosted or “offline” solutions have a shelf life. For example, 
if your organization is now moving towards a hybrid or remote working model post-pandemic, any 
software that is not cloud-based will be ineffective as your team won’t be able to access the 
information they need remotely. 
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The benefits of being cloud-based

Access anywhere
To access your cloud-based solution, all you need is a stable internet connection and a secure 
login. This means that your teams can quickly and easily retrieve the information they need, no 
matter where they are. Cloud-based solutions provide employees with the flexibility they want and 
assure managers that their team can access all of the data they need, as well as update constituent 
records on-the-go.

Business Continuity
Cloud-based solutions offer comprehensive disaster recovery and backup options for all kinds 
of scenarios, so if anything were to happen your organization would have minimal downtime. If your 
solutions were stored directly on individual computers then anything from computer viruses, 
hardware deterioration, or even just human error (did you know that over 10,000 laptops are lost 
every week in airports) could mean a loss of information or hours of an employee waiting for IT to 
resolve the issue. Cloud-based solutions back everything up via the internet, so your work remains 
safe and up to date no matter what.

Scalability
Cloud-based solutions allow you to easily scale your requirements up or down, depending on your 
needs, without overhauling your IT infrastructure or buying additional hardware. The cloud 
functions on a “Pay as You Use” model, where you are only charged for the storage and specific 
services you require. Cloud service providers also handle maintenance and accessibility issues, 
including security. This gives your organization greater flexibility and allows you to easily manage 
your resources and outgoing costs.

Sustainable and environmentally friendly
Cloud-based technology runs through the internet, so you have no need to invest in using data 
centres or additional hardware which you then need to power 24/7. This means that you need less 
physical office space and that you are significantly reducing your carbon footprint. 

How to Choose a Cloud-Based CRM Solution

https://www.pcworld.com/article/147739/article.html
https://www.pcworld.com/article/147739/article.html
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When embarking on your journey towards choosing a new CRM, it is 
important to outline the key purpose behind investing in a new CRM 
solution. If you are unclear about this when starting your process, then 
you will quickly find it difficult to bring internal stakeholders onboard 
and even harder to get sign-off at key stages. Kickstart your process by 
asking the following questions:

organization

• What is your organization's mission and the core purpose that drives all of your activities?

• What objectives does your organization have in place for the next one to five years?

• How integral is effective data management to achieving your future objectives?

Pain Points

• Does your existing data management system meet both your current and future needs?

• Are there areas of your existing setup that hinder development or cause frustration?

• Do you have any gaps in your current data management process that you feel need to be
addressed?

Opportunities

• Which of your existing pain points could having a new solution in place help to solve?

• Have you identified any areas or programmes which show potential for growth or improvement?

• Could a new solution streamline or update any of your existing processes?

• Do you have any existing ideas or projects that a new cloud-based solution would allow
you to develop?

Thinking through and identifying the answers to the above questions will enable you to build 
a comprehensive internal business case, plus it will give you key objectives to refer back to 
throughout the scoping and implementation process. Procuring a new solution can sometimes be a 
lengthy and complex process, so it is important to have a strong foundation of reasons why you’re 
taking on the project and what you want to achieve at the end of it to constantly refer to.
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Who needs to be involved?
There are two sets of people that you need to consider when preparing for a new CRM solution.

1. Who will be part of the core Project Team

2. Who are the project stakeholders

Choosing a new cloud-based CRM is an important and exciting project that will require the support 
of multiple people from across your organization. You may still be in the early days of putting your 
project together, however, to ensure you don’t have any clashing deadlines or projects, it’s 
important to decide and reach out to potential parties who may be involved as soon as you can.

Choosing your Project Team
The key thing to remember when putting together your ideal Project Team is that everyone should 
offer a different skill or area of expertise, so together you have the necessary knowledge to make 
an informed decision. 

Project Manager
Whilst some organizations may choose to hire an external project manager to come in and run the 
project, this is not essential! A Project Manager is someone who will be responsible for organising 
activities, managing resources and keeping the project on track and on-deadline, and often you 
can find the right person already within your wider organization.

Key attributes for your internal project manager are: 

Don’t forget, although this is a responsibility, this is also a career opportunity for someone within 
your team to expand their skills and experience, or to showcase existing skills, by managing a 
significant project.

A

Knowledge of your 
organization and 

requirements

B

Strong 
organizational skills

C

Confidence to speak 
up, be heard and 
mediate group 

meetings

D

Enthusiasm

  When noting the opportunities that a new CRM could offer your organization, or when 
assessing the existing issues it could solve, you may need additional guidance on the 
functionality on offer to you. Speak to other organizations who may have gone through the 
process, or feel free to ask vendors to send you an overview of their solutions early on. There 
are no stupid questions when it comes to doing due diligence, so feel confident in asking for 
help or information throughout the process.
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The Team
Choosing a new cloud-based CRM is more than just a technology project. Having the right solution 
in place will have a positive impact on your whole organization, so you need a well-rounded project 
team who can provide the essential technical know-how, an understanding of wider organization 
requirements, and who can also represent the needs of different teams, such as the fundraising or 
event requirements. 

What skills are needed in the Project Team?

• An understanding of your existing business processes

• People skills! It’s vital that your whole organization is brought along for this important business 
change

• organizational skills. It’s important that the project doesn’t lose momentum or become secondary 
to other activities, so you want a team of people who can work in an agile and organized way

• Data knowledge is key, as you need to understand the current data you have and how it can be 
managed in a more efficient way

• CRM or technical skills are a bonus – but it’s more important to have a team that recognize the 
gaps you may have and when you may need to seek an external voice for advice

  Don’t forget to involve the key decision-makers and budget holders in your organization right 
from the beginning of the project, so they are fully engaged and invested. They do not necessarily 
need to be involved in the main Project Team or day-to-day activities, but they do need to be 
regularly communicated with to make sure your sign-off processes are as seamless as possible.

Internal Culture Change
Change can be difficult at the best of times, but right now the sector is at a pivotal moment of 
shifting towards long-term flexible working practices.  
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However, of those most eager to return to their formal office space, nearly a quarter cited access 
to adequate software as a key challenge to working remotely. Software needs are now at the 
forefront of many people’s mind, so the Project Team have the difficult task of exploring these 
needs and pain points, whilst also managing expectations.

It’s also important to remember that after over a year of unprecedented change due to COVID-19, 
people may be more sensitive to change. You want to make sure that the wider organization is 
comfortable – and excited! - about the plans you have in place. This is why communication needs 
to be a key theme throughout the CRM selection process: communication across the Project Team, 
communication with stakeholders, communication with users and colleagues across the 
organization. 

You don’t need to share every minor detail but share the highlights and major milestones in 
company updates. This will help overall acceptance and uptake, as well as help to keep your Project 
Team accountable. But beyond that, it also provides a platform for you to acknowledge the hard 
work that is happening, and to give thanks to your team along the way. 

Ideas for keeping people informed:

• Outline an internal PR plan for the project – build a sense of excitement and position the new 
solution as a positive investment being made by the organization

• Communicate regular updates – do you have an internal newsletter or digital noticeboard? If not, 
you may find it best to send out monthly company-wide emails from the Project Manager

• Consider any questions or obstacles that you may come up against from colleagues and prepare 
your responses in advance

• Plan a launch event to take place after the go-live that thanks those involved and creates an 
overwhelming sense of positivity around the new solution. This a milestone worth celebrating!

Remember! Keep the enthusiasm going and keep people engaged!

CHECKLIST

✓ 1. Objectives	for	the	project	set

✓ 2. Gathered	requirements	of	what	the	new	solution	needs	to	meet

✓ 3. Selected	your	team

✓ 4. Communicated	plans	to	the	whole	organization

✓ 5. Established	stakeholders	and	acquired	initial	approval
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You have now created the foundation for your CRM project as at this 
stage you have built your Project Team, you’ve established internal 
stakeholders and you’ve even begun setting objectives and project 
goals. Well done! Getting started is often one of the hardest stages as it 
requires a lot of preparation and internal knowledge gathering. Now that 
you have a solid understanding of your requirements and what you want 
to achieve by choosing a new cloud-based CRM, you’re ready to start 
evaluating vendors to find the best partner and best solution to invest in.

Basic Vendor Evaluation Process

There are lots of areas to think about when approaching a vendor, and whilst some will be specific 
to your organization, others will be much broader and give you an instant sense of whether they 
are worth further time and evaluation. To help you get started, here are some key questions to 
address with potential CRM solution vendors:

1. Is	your	solution	cloud-based?
If the answer is no, then this is an instant indicator that you need to speak with alternative 
vendors.

2. What	is	your	typical	implementation	timeline?
Whilst you may have some bespoke needs, many aspects of a CRM come “out of the box”,
so your vendor should have experience of how long it takes as standard for organizations to get 
up and running with their new solution - bearing in mind that many of your team will have to 
carry on with their day-to-day duties. You want to work with a vendor who sets realistic 
expectations from the start.

3. What	is	your	track	record	of	success?
Ask to see case studies or references of other organizations and find out how experienced the 
vendor is in implementing successful CRM projects on time and on budget.

4. What’s	the	ROI?
When it comes to the investment, the real value is going to be in the return. Your vendor should 
help shape this with you to better understand specific aspects where the solution will make a 
measurable impact on your organization.

1

Research 
vendors 

and check 
references

2

Notify 
vendor(s) of 

interest

3

Schedule 
discussion 

around 
requirements

4

Schedule 
demo with 

project team

5

Follow 
up to get 

project team 
feedback

6

Select a 
solution 
supplier
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5. What	about	data	security?
You want to feel confident that your vendor offers extensive data security measures, start by 
asking them about their standard SLA (service level agreements), their data-back up schedules, 
and how they ensure logins are kept secure.

6. Will	I	have	customer	support	and	live	training?
Your package should include access to a reliable, proven support mechanism to assist you with 
anything from troubleshooting to answering questions about software releases.

7. How	do	you	work	within	the	social	good	sector?
Your chosen partner should be able to share best practices related to fundraising and CRM 
management. They should let you know their position for updating the technology and their 
research and development dedicated to non-profit specific tools.

8. What	documentation	exists	around	APIs?
Your chosen partner should be able to share their developer portals, or API (Application 
Programming Interface) specific documentation, such as this https://developer.blackbaud.com/
skyapi/

9. Does	your	organization	have	ESG	goals	in	place?
ESG stands for Environmental, Social and Governance and in some cases it is simply referred to 
as sustainability. You should ask potential vendors if they have a sustainabibility development 
plan in place, or if their organization is working towards minimizing the negative impact of their 
operations and products.

When initiating conversations with potential vendors, it can be a good idea to share the list of 
requirements that your Project Team has documented to date. This gives you a starting point for 
asking consistent questions, helping you to compare the different options available. However, it 
by no means should be seen as a final list of what you hope to gain from a new solution. Vendors 
should have a strong level of expertise and be able to highlight the additional capabilities of CRM 
solutions, even questioning some of your needs and raising new considerations. If a potential 
vendor doesn’t ask you additional questions or try to dig deeper into ways they can support your 
organization, instead only agreeing to accommodate your basic needs, then this can be a red flag. 

A requirements list is hard to bring to life, so as part of this process, it is really important to interact 
with the vendor as much as possible before seeing any demos. Feeling confident when discussing 
requirements with a vendor is important as an implementation process can take months – sometime 
longer – and you need to know that they are receptive to your suggestions and concerns. 

  Before you begin speaking with potential vendors, your Project Team should try taking the 
time to develop an effective scoring system that you can use when comparing vendors on all 
the key elements. This helps to evaluate everyone fairly on the same aspects, plus it makes it 
easy to identify later which vendors will be able to meet your defined goals and targets.

https://developer.blackbaud.com/skyapi/
https://developer.blackbaud.com/skyapi/
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When preparing for a demo, remember to:

• Make sure the same review team are present and available during each supplier demo

• Keep your business-critical objectives at the forefront of your mind during the presentation

• Re-group as a team after each meeting and note down any follow-up questions for the supplier

Making the final decision
You have now shared your list of documented requirements with vendors, had initial conversations 
and seen demos from potential partners. You have enough information at this stage to compare 
potential partners and make your decision on who you think is the best fit for your organization. 
Once you have a preferred vendor in mind, it is important to make sure that you have a good 
understanding of their process and timelines. You should also make sure you have engaged your 
internal stakeholders and key decision-makers before signing any contracts or entering formal 
agreements, ensuring that you have all the necessary sign-off. Hopefully, you have kept them 
updated throughout the process, meaning they are already engaged and raring to go!

At this stage, it is likely that you will have received some form of proposal from your chosen vendor, 
including a breakdown of costs, along with the following documentation:

Scope of Work 
Once you have discussed the detail with your vendor around what will be delivered 
with this project, including any data conversion, and training requirements, this 
document will be created to outline the key implementation deliverables of your 
project. It is important that this is read, and any questions are raised before entering 
into a contract. Often you make additional requests or state new requirements at the 
scope of work stage, as once you have signed a contract it will either be outside of 
the agreement or incur additional surprise costs. 

Terms and Conditions 
These will be the SLAs (service level agreements) and other agreements you are 
entering into, such as cloud hosting, CASL/GDPR provisions, and support arrangements 
that need to be reviewed by your internal legal, procurement or data protection teams. It 
is important that these are reviewed in good time before you intend to sign as you don’t 
want to feel pressured, and you do want to have the opportunity to raise any questions.

Contract 
This will typically outline all the costs, items being purchased, along with any 
contract terms. Typically, this will be delivered with the Scope of Work and should be 
thoroughly reviewed before signing.

  Check if your chosen vendor will be willing to spread the costs beyond the first year and 
spread some of the costs into the subscription, this will give your organization payment 
options and potentially relieve any higher upfront costs.
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CHECKLIST

✓ 1. Objectives	for	the	project	set

✓ 2. Gathered	requirements	of	what	the	new	solution	needs	to	meet

✓ 3. Selected	your	team

✓ 4. Communicated	plans	to	the	whole	organization

✓ 5. Acquired	approval	from	your	board

6. Researched	vendors

7. Notified	vendors	of	interest

8. Discussed	requirements	with	vendors

9. Viewed	demos	and	discussed	feedback	internally

10. Selected	a	solution	supplier

11. Reviewed	contract	documentation

12. Final	sign	off	on	your	new	solution
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Think back to the start of this process – the pain points you wanted to 
solve, the areas of growth that you identified, and the teams you could 
empower – as going-live is just the beginning of your new cloud-based 
CRM journey! You want to keep in mind what you want to achieve after 
go-live and your new solution, and new vendor, can help you to establish 
a strong return on investment and realize your data’s full potential. 

First: Congratulations! Your solution is now live! Take a moment to thank your Project Team and any 
stakeholders as this is a great achievement, and everyone should feel recognized and celebrated.

Now that your solution is up and running, it’s a good idea to keep track of your original objectives for 
the project, then you can work with your vendor to understand if and how you are achieving them.

Any reliable vendor will want to understand this too and will help you to build a picture of what 
success looks like. If you can introduce this right at the beginning, you will be able to work together 
to understand how you are achieving your goals.

Ongoing Support
The best CRM solution providers will have Customer Success teams, or dedicated Account 
Management teams, who are invested in helping you get the most from your system for as long as 
you are a customer. Whoever is assigned to look after your organization, you want to ensure you 
have up to date contact details and feel there is an open and direct line of communication between 
you. You want to always feel able to reach out and ask those ‘how do I’ questions. There may be 
more than one best contact at your vendor, such as a finance contact or a technical support 
contact. Get a sense of this structure upfront and feel comfortable that you know who to contact 
once you have gone live. 

It is also important to find out what your vendor offers in terms of telephone support, chat support, 
and community support – your team will work in different ways, so it’s important that your vendor 
can cover all bases and has a clear support programme outlined. Plus, why spend time on the phone 
if you can get your question solved in 30 seconds on instant chat!

How to Choose a Cloud-Based CRM Solution

https://hub.blackbaud.co.uk/how-to-choose-a-crm/how-to-implement-a-crm
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CHECKLIST

✓ 1. Objectives	for	the	project	set

✓ 2. Gathered	requirements	of	what	the	new	solution	needs	to	meet

✓ 3. Selected	your	team

✓ 4. Communicated	plans	to	the	whole	organization

✓ 5. Acquired	approval	from	your	board

✓ 6. Researched	vendors

✓ 7. Notified	vendors	of	interest

✓ 8. Discussed	requirements	with	vendors

✓ 9. Viewed	demos	and	discussed	feedback	internally

✓ 10. Selected	a	solution	supplier

✓ 11. Reviewed	contract	documentation

✓ 12. Final	sign	off	on	your	new	solution

13. Go	back	and	track	your	objectives

14. Work	with	vendor	to	make	a	plan	for	success

15. Contact	your	customer	support	team

Contact us
If you have any questions on CRM solutions, would like to find out more about Blackbaud, or are at the beginning of the 
solution evaluation process and would simply find it useful to chat with a professional consultant, please contact us at 
solutions@blackbaud.com

How to Choose a Cloud-Based CRM Solution
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