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Premise 1

We’re not the fundraising CRM/database 
vendor documentation team and we 

shouldn’t write our documents as if we are.



Premise 2

There are different types of documents and 
documentation we should create
for different needs and audiences

for different experiences.



The Problem

What I see far, far more often than not is:
1. Highly granular, illustrated, step-by-step, click-by-click 

documents
2. Written for someone who knows absolutely nothing about 

the software
3. That the vendor and others have written a thousand times 

over already
4. That only addresses data entry like gift entry and constituent 

record maintenance
5. That doesn’t explain why anything was set up the way it is



This is a problem because

• It takes – wastes – a huge amount of time
• Nobody reads it or uses it or wants to
• It’s not kept up to date
• It does very little useful
• It doesn’t answer what is needed:

• What do things mean? (e.g., options in drop-down lists)
• Why was it done this way?
• Who said to do it that way?
• What alternatives were considered and rejected?
• What unusual but intentional uses were decided upon and why?



Anonymous examples



The recommended alternative

• What I’ve done instead
• What I recommend instead

• I’m very much open to others’ opinions and experiences, but 
these are mine for your consideration. I’m not saying this is the 
“right,” “best,” or “only” way you “should” do them, I’m sharing 
my experiences and thoughts on the matter in the hope it will 
save you time and help you use your time most efficiently and 
effectively.

• I very much welcome comments and discussion



First: there’s more than one type

1. User guides and Help documentation
2. Training workbooks
3. Cheat sheets
4. How-to documentation
5. Policy and procedure documentation

Second: let’s talk about suggestions to 
write each type



User Guides & Help Documentation

• Written by the software vendor
• PDFs
• Help in the software itself

• Use them, don’t re-create them or have your team members 
do so



Training Workbooks

• 2026: New users need training, not being a tossed a “manual”
• Vendor or third-party training is fine
• Internal training workbook

• Lots of large screenshots
• Lots of white space
• Minimal text

• Focus is on trainer, not workbook
• Writing notes reinforces the learning
• Learning software is like learning to ride a bike or drive a car…



Cheat Sheets

• If someone isn’t trained, they shouldn’t have rights to do the 
task, let alone be left to their own devices or a manual

• But once trained, some tasks are legitimately complicated 
enough to require written support for the user until mastery

• Long documents with lots of screenshots and lots of “click 
here” directions and other text are annoying and unhelpful

• So cheat sheets are helpful if the user has been trained, knows 
the software but needs some pointers, and wants easy access

• Created for specific situations for specific users, not everything
• E.g., Fundraiser contact reports, Address updates



Cheat Sheets

1. Step-by-step directions, that are
2. Not overly detailed and are rarely illustrated, 

but are
3. Organization specific, that are for
4. A specific process, for
5. A user already trained who knows the process 

but needs an easily-usable reminder how to do 
the details.



Policy & Procedure Documentation

• Usually written by the database manager
• For their own use
• For their successors
• For their database manager backups in the DBM’s absence?
• Not usually for others in the office

• Written for someone who already knows the program
• I tell clients to pretend they’re writing it for me



Policy & Procedure Documentation

• Not step-by-step or illustrated

• Organization specific

• Documents policy as well as procedure

• Addresses setup and output as much as input

• Explains why, who, alternatives considered and rejected



Policy & Procedure Documentation

https://billconnors.com/resources/#policy

Again, free and anonymous, no login or form to fill out

https://billconnors.com/resources/#policy


How-To Documentation

• What I usually see well-meaning users creating as their “policy 
and procedure documentation”

• More text, more details, more screenshots
• When is it to be used?  Who’s the audience?
• Again, train the user, don’t toss them a manual
• If they can’t learn the process without lots of directions and 

text, should they be doing the process?
• There might be occasional and rare situations in which it’s 

needed, but otherwise use the other formats



Technology options and tools

• No more one-stop-shop “binders” or “manuals” we hand over 
to new employees

• KISS
• Can others and your successors access, update and support the tool?

• Excel or Sheets, OneNote, project management software, etc.
• Videos…
• My go-to: Word (in SP or on a network drive) or Google Docs

• One document per topic, not one document for everything



Caltech’s MediaWiki

For Advance; aasp 2026 Sapphire Aspire Award for Gift Administration & Data Services



Caltech’s MediaWiki



Thank you!

Bill Connors, CFRE, bCRE-Pro
Independent Consultant and Trainer on Raiser’s Edge

for Raiser’s Edge NXT (database and web views) and The Raiser’s Edge version 7

bill@billconnors.com ● 415.377.9197 ● billconnors.com

Free documents that do not ask you to give your 
contact information are available at 

billconnors.com/resources, including these slides.
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