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Three incidents from the 
summer of 2018…



It is not the fundraising 
database administrator’s job to 
sit in their office and run 
reports, lists, and mailings…



Is this just a job for you, or do 
you care about your 
organization and its mission?



Introduction

• The background and perspective I bring to this discussion

• Not database- or vendor-specific

• “Fundraising database,” “CRM,” …

• Intended for small and mid-sized organizations of all types

• Concepts and principles about our roles and place, not technical

• I’m not saying I’m perfect at this and don’t have struggles; this is what I strive to do

• Invite conversation and involvement



Agenda

• The problem

• Why it’s a problem

• Database roles

• Responsibilities of the DBA

• The effect of the cloud

• Why we have this problem

• How it gets fixed

• 5 tips for fixing it

• Post-conference resources to read and consult



The Problem

Fundraising database administrators are 
treated like, and act like, support personnel 
there to respond to the needs and whims of the 
fundraising and other staff to get data in and 
get it out where and when told



Why Is This a Problem?

This is more of a description (though less than 
perfect) of the role of power users, not the job 
description of database administrators, and so 
the result is often that the job of database 
administration doesn’t get done



Database Roles

Typical roles (not jobs) in database use:

• Gift and constituent entry and updates

• Data entry management

• Power user

• Database administrator (and backup)

Depending on the size of the organization, more than one of these “hats” are often worn by a 
single person

But data entry and data management are often not the best combo



Responsibilities of the DBA

• Liaison with the vendors (invoice, support, updates, sales…)

• Have a good sense of the marketplace (social media, third parties…)

• Liaison with other departments (Finance, IT, HR, Registrar…)

• Security (technical and database)

• Documentation

• Staff use and training

• Setup and configuration of the database (show some care!)

• Maintenance of the data and database and oversight of proper use

• Integration of the database and data with other systems



In the Age of the Cloud

• Software is more accessible, easier to use, more powerful, more oriented toward the needs of 

fundraisers and managers

• The fundraising database is no longer a “back office” system only to be used by “back office” 

“support” staff.  It is a tool intended to be used by every person in the fundraising shop, including—

especially!—the fundraisers, including the top fundraiser/leader/manager

• We have more computer-literate colleagues than ever

• We have an overabundance of technical options in the contemporary fundraising operation…giving 

platforms, email, events, auction, ….

• The DBA’s job is to oversee the successful implementation and use of the fundraising software and 

data by all users in the office



Therefore…

This is a role that will never be “done,” “all caught 
up,” etc.

This is not a job about getting it all done, this is a 
job about getting the right and best things done

It’s your job to get the right and best things done



So…

Who’s doing these things if the “DBA” is busy 
running reports, making lists, preparing 
mailings, and doing the occasional import all 
the time?

If the “DBA” isn’t doing these things, who is?

These are the DBA’s role, no one else’s.



Why We Have This Problem

Fundraising management and staff

• History of fundraising data management

• The Peter Principle

• Lack of training and education

• It’s true of executive, finance and other leadership and staff, too

DBAs have inherited this way of thinking



Why We Have This Problem

It is reflected in the ways

• We are thought about, talked about, and treated

• We think, talk, and act

Therefore it has become a self-perpetuating cycle that needs to be broken

Admittedly, it is a hard job that requires a combination of hard and soft skills difficult to find in 
one person



How This Gets Fixed

1. It must start with us, it’s not likely to start with fundraising leadership

2. We must learn to manage up and educate our managers

3. We must insist these responsibilities be added to our annual accountabilities and we be 
measured accordingly

4. We must insist we take the time to work on these responsibilities

5. We must learn to manage out and educate our peers

• Fundraisers

• Develop a team of power users



How This Gets Fixed

6. We must insist our peers work with us accordingly

7. To do this, we need to learn soft skills and hard skills other than just technical, database 
skills; for example, learn how to

• Triage

• Prioritize

• Say “No” or “Not now” or “Let me teach you how”

8. We must be included in meetings, processes, and decisions that involve data

9. We must be ready to leave and let leadership know why we’re leaving



Tip 1: Change Our Titles

Database Administrator

Database Manager

Data Manager

Data Leader

Database Manager



Tip 2: The Four Lists

In order of priority:

1. Daily Maintenance Log



Tip 2: The Four Lists

In order of priority:

1. Daily Maintenance Log

2. Mailings Calendar



Tip 2: The Four Lists

In order of priority:

1. Daily Maintenance Log

2. Mailings Calendar

3. Dated Projects



Tip 2: The Four Lists

In order of priority:

1. Daily Maintenance Log

2. Mailings Calendar

3. Dated Projects

4. Projects To Do When There’s Time

Store them in an easily accessible and shared location



Tip 3: Dealing with Special Requests

• Just because someone asks for something, even your boss, does not mean you just have to sit 
down and do it

• Perhaps ironically, in fact, that’s not how you earn respect.  You earn respect by showing 
knowledge, skill and wisdom

• Asking questions is okay!  “What are you trying to accomplish?”  “What’s your end goal?”  
Understand the objective and need

• Let them know cost and time

• Propose alternatives

• Use your manager to back you up; that’s what they’re there for



Tip 4: Be Part of the Solution

Feedback from a fundraising manager about a DBM she loved

• He attended meetings

• He asked questions

• He proposed alternatives

• He was technically sophisticated

• He didn’t see problems, he saw opportunities such as when people asked for things

• She trusted him and enjoyed working with him



Tip 5: Think Big Picture

Taking care of the database is taking care of your 
users

Taking care of the organization is taking care of your 
users

Taking care of yourself is taking care of your users



Conclusion

It’s not just about how we want to be treated, it’s also about how 
we act.

If you do not want to do these things, that’s okay, but let your 
organization know so they can hire someone who will be the 
DBM.



Resources 1

Here are some articles and posts that might help with the workshop you’re considering. You’re welcome to use 
them with attribution.
Going from Accidental Techie to Technology Leader
Becoming an Advancement Services Leader
Making the Case for Advancement Services (similar to the last one)
Ingredients of a High Performing Advancement Services Shop
Best Practices for Managing a Database
Top Issues Affecting Advancement Services (this is from 2007 but the issues are evergreen)

Robert
Robert L. Weiner Consulting
415/643-8955 
robert@rlweiner.com
www.rlweiner.com
Twitter: @robert_weiner

Strategic Technology Advisors to Nonprofit and Educational Institutions

http://rlweiner.com/nten/accidental-techies-technology-leader.pdf
http://rlweiner.com/case/becoming_an_advancement_services_leader.pdf
https://rlweiner.com/making-the-case-for-advancement-services
https://rlweiner.com/ingredients-of-a-high-performing-advancement-services-shop
https://rlweiner.com/best-practices-for-managing-a-database
http://rlweiner.com/as_top_10/as_top_issues.pdf
mailto:robert@rlweiner.com
http://www.rlweiner.com/


Resources 2/Contact Info

Bill Connors, CFRE, bCRE-Pro

Independent Raiser’s Edge Consultant

and Trainer

www.billconnors.com

bill@billconnors.com

415.861.5454

San Francisco, CA




