
A Six-Step Guide to Choosing the Right Non-Profit
Software

With the numerous options in the software market for software solutions that support
non-profit organizations with their donor management, case management, and fiscal
reporting needs, it is important to make the most of your search and decision-making
process. By following these steps your organization can save time and money, knowing
that you’ve got the right solution for your organization.

Step #1: Be Strategic in Your Software Search
Although it is easy to search and identify non-profit software vendors online, randomly
viewing software demonstrations will take a significant amount of time and is not likely
to produce a good result.

Here’s some ways you can be more strategic in your search and decision-making
process:

● Gather feedback on current data tracking and/or a wish list from individuals at
differing levels within your organization (case managers, volunteers,
supervisors, managers, etc.)

● Identify a small team of individuals to help with the search and
decision-making process

● Ask for suggestions from your professional network or on email forums for
non-profit professionals

● Be sure to get references from comparable organizations

● Review websites for each of the vendors, create a checklist regarding
functionality, features, and pricing to allow for clear comparisons

● Draft a list of functionalities needed by your organization as well as questions
for the vendors to answer during the system demonstration

● Ask for a clear pricing sheet for the functionality and features you are
interested in prior to or during your demonstration to ensure it is even a
feasible option for your budget
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Bottom line: Being strategic with your software search and decision will save you time
and increase the probability of finding the right fit for your organization.

Step #2: Answer These Critical Questions before Selecting Your
Software
Software vendors are adept at providing polished, flashy, and convincing software
demonstrations, focusing on their newest most exciting features. Unfortunately, there
are times this can overshadow your most critical needs. It is important to get answers to
the following questions before selecting the right software:

1. Scalability: Is the software able to scale to support your anticipated
organization growth?

2. Flexibility: Is the software able to meet your changing needs without a
significant increase in cost?

3. Complexity: With your current internal team, will your organization be able to
effectively implement and manage your data moving forward?

4. Technology Fit: Do you have the technical sophistication with your current
capacity to use and manage the software?

5. Cost: Does your organization have the budget to cover the cost of system
set-up, ongoing subscription, support packages, etc.?

6. Contractual Requirements: Does the vendor offer flexible contractual terms
(no long-term contracts) and/or payment terms that work for your
organizational budget (monthly, quarterly, annual payment plans)? Are you
putting your organization at risk by signing long-term contracts?

7. Support: What levels of support are provided by the software company?  If
you do not have the internal capacity to manage the system, does the vendor
offer support packages at reasonable prices to support your goals?

8. Cultural Fit: Does the software company demonstrate the same or
complementary values and organizational culture as your organization?  Does
the software company work to create a relationship with your organization?

Bottom line: A software purchase is a significant investment, and the right fit can help
increase your organizational impact and team member satisfaction.
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Step #3: Read the Fine Print
Many non-profit organizations do not have a legal department, so often contracts may
not be fully reviewed to ensure understanding and accurate expectations prior to
signature. This is a key lesson learned as it can have a significant impact on your
budget and successful software implementation and use. Here’s a few things to review
when reviewing a potential software partner’s contracts and agreements:

What features and functionality are included in your software package?
Often during system demonstrations, organizations are shown all the features and
functions offered by the software company, but some of the features shown often add
additional costs to the basic software package. It is important to ask which features are
included in the basic software package, and which are an additional fee, to ensure your
system has the features you are expecting.

What is the contractual timeframe? Are you signing a multi-year contract?
Some software companies offer a lower subscription cost if an organization agrees to a
long-term contract. While this can be beneficial to some organizations, it is important to
make sure your funding streams are consistent and your budget can cover the cost
throughout the contract.

Is there an annual cost increase? Or other hidden fees?
Some software companies build in an automatic increase in subscription cost each year,
even with a multi-year contract.  Make sure to review the contract for these types of
changes, and if found, be sure to plan for this increased cost in subsequent annual
budgets.

What kind of technical support is provided? Is there an additional cost?
Software needs to be consistently updated to ensure online security and ongoing
functionality, which can sometimes cause technical issues. Review your agreement to
ensure that this support is provided at no or low cost. Additional programmatic support
packages may also be available and may be a great option for some organizations.

What happens to your data if you end your contract?
Since your data is being put into a software as a service product, in the event you
choose to end using the service, how will your data be provided back to you? Ensure
that you own all your data and that the software company will provide the data back to
you in a usable format.
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Bottom line: Make sure the contractual requirements do not put your organization at
risk and align with your expectations.

Step #4: Only Buy What You Need
Be aware of choosing a tool or software that offers too much for your organizational
needs. Many popular systems are very robust, which is a great selling point for many of
these products. However, choosing a program that is too complex for your needs could
be confusing to your leadership, team, and case managers. Instead of increasing
efficiencies, you could be making everyone’s job more complicated by implementing a
cumbersome system. Not to mention, you could end up overpaying for something you
will never fully utilize.

Just because an all-in-one solution exists, doesn’t mean it’s the right solution for you
and your organization. Sometimes, instead of buying a complicated system, it may be
better to utilize several systems that serve specific purposes.

Bottom line: Don’t buy a Ferrari if you only need (or can afford or maintain) a Honda
Civic.

Step #5: Beware of Free
Since budgetary constraints are often the lens that non-profits organizations view costs
through, finding a “free” option might seem like the best bet, but one way or another,
you always end up paying for it. Remember, there are all kinds of free software in the
world. Some of it is free for a short time only. Some are free forever but only include
limited features. And some are free because, well, it's really bad and just doesn’t fit the
needs of your users, your organization, or the industry at large. That free software might
seem great, but if it doesn't do what you need, or your staff can't use it, then it's useless
to you, and it doesn't matter how free it is.

Bottom line: Things worth having are worth paying for. Software is a very important
and worthwhile investment in your organization.

Step #6: Plan for Growth
As mentioned in Step #4, buying only what is necessary is an important lesson. You
need to make sure the software you choose is scalable, meaning it can expand with
your organization in both functionality and price. Many organizations can become too
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focused on service delivery and budgets. They will choose software programs that can
meet their immediate needs, but fail to consider future possibilities and growth. If you
need a CRM (customer relationship manager), case management tools, accounts
payable, payroll, or any other type of software program, it needs to be able to grow and
change with you, as your organization grows and increases productivity. Choosing a
software platform takes time and foresight. You don’t want to have to repeat the search
process, and the expenses included with setting up a new solution, migrating your data,
and training your team two years down the road, should you grow faster than you
planned.

Bottom line: Investing in software supports organizational growth, so it is important to
have a system that is scalable in both functionality and pricing.

Wrapping Up
There are numerous types of software on the market that help support the invaluable
work being done by all types of non-profit organizations. Finding the right software for
your organization may seem like a time-consuming prospect, but by following these
lessons learned that process should be less painful and more fruitful.

Get Expert Support
If all of this sounds like a lot to you, feel free to reach out to one of the experts at
CaseMGR Solutions, where we’re happy to help you make the right decision for your
organization.

Shannon Morales

Customer Success Lead | CaseMGR Solutions, Inc.

(661) 747-5043 | shannon@casemgrsolutions.com

Book a Call
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