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INTERVIEW

How an Advancement Leader 
Evaluates Technology

Q: As an experienced advancement executive, how do you view 
the role of technology in fundraising?

A: When I started in higher education advancement over 20 years ago, it 
seemed that it was the job of fundraisers to fit around the limitations of the 
software provided to them. That’s gotten better with software more 
responsive to fundraiser needs. Now, with purpose-built SaaS solutions, we 
are in the next phase. To me, the most successful organizations will be those 
that figure out how to best and most efficiently adopt new SaaS 
technologies to aid their core fundraising activities.

“Some gift officers are nervous about being eclipsed by technology. I don’t 
see that happening anytime soon. We will always need that balance of the 
'art and science' of fundraising. Software is an integral part of fundraising, 
but it isn’t the part that drives the process. It should help your people drive 
success.”

Q: As you’ve observed the balance between the art and science 
change with new technology and digital tools, how do you 
evaluate all your choices in solutions available today? 

A: I’ll start with the disclosure that I am not a current client, though I did use 
Blackbaud Fundraiser Performance Management™ successfully at my 
previous institution. Right now, we are at a really interesting point at
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Mercyhurst in that the team has had what I would call an older “legacy” 
database for the last 15–20 years. We are at the outset of determining what 
we need going forward. Part of that is evaluating SaaS solutions.

“I look at it in a couple of ways. We are a small shop. We have seven people 
right now. We’ll grow more this year, but we are pretty lean to meet our goals 
and expectations. I need something that is going to be easy to use, easy to 
implement, and easy to prove ROI and value. Those elements will be essential 
to our team using the software and to the board that scrutinizes every 
investment we make very closely. I want to be highly mindful that we can 
account for what we spend, knowing that if we invest in new technology, that 
is money that another department may have to go without. I want to be able 
to point directly at the causation of success.”

Q: How are you balancing the needs of annual giving with that of 
major giving? We see a lot more spending in major giving. I think 
we know why—because people see more potential there—but 
how are you balancing the different needs of your program?

A: This is something that Fundraiser Performance Management has done very 
well for me in the past. You start to look at the maturity models of fundraising 
teams. That mix and balance changes. Those models measure the capacity of 
an organization and the levels of history and sophistication in terms of 
techniques and processes.

“For example, I’d say we are at an early and immature stage. Right now, the 
needs of annual giving take precedence over the needs of major giving. We 
need to increase our donor base, and we need to increase our unrestricted 
dollars. Those are our top two priorities. From there, we can develop a more 
robust donor base and start to think about major gift goals and campaign 
planning. But right now, it is about starting with the basics and executing by 
helping annual giving be as well-targeted as possible.”

Q: You mentioned the maturity model. We know you are an advancement leader who 
“walks the walk.” Does that model influence how you practice active staff management?

A: It goes back to the art and science of it. Ultimately, in fundraising, you are trying to quantify things that aren’t really 
quantifiable, which are human behaviors. Each team member and donor has wants, nuances, and different aspects 
of their personalities. It is about making the best quantification you can at the time that allows you to drive forward 
toward your goals.

Q: How do you bring leadership and other stakeholders on board when you find a solution? Also, 
how do you enable the change management required to make the tool work for your organization?
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A: One of the most valuable things you can do in the beginning is to assess your capacity, both collectively and that 
of your individual team members. Particularly in a smaller shop—but I think it holds true in a larger one—you are only as 
good as your people. You could have software with the most sophisticated metrics and predictive models, but if you 
don’t have someone trained well enough to use it properly, it won’t help your organization. You need to understand 
your team’s capacities, what training will be required, and if you need to create incentives for them to use it. 

“The other part is to share your reasons for investing in the new software. At Mercyhurst, more fundraising means more 
students get better financial aid and more faculty get research opportunities. The justification is easy, but it is essential 
to connect that mission with the idea that the software should help fundraisers do their core job better.”

Q: If we distill this down to three takeaways, what would those be?

 1 

 2 

Start with the “why.”
“This is straightforward. Why do you want the software? There must be a broad vision, but the 
intermediate vision is just as important. A great example from my current situation is that we chose not 
to invest in text-to-give technology this year. We aren’t there yet regarding the cleanliness of our 
data. We could have installed that software, but it would not have been an effective solution because 
we would have been texting a lot of wrong phone numbers. We need to get to the point where our 
data is more reliable, and then we will be able to show a return on investment."

Quantify everything.
“The second takeaway speaks a little to the first: Be realistic about your existing team’s capabilities. One 
thing I'm considering in how we do database and SaaS implementations is that we have one person on 
the team who specializes in donor and prospect data and who is also the backup gift processor. Not 
only that, but our IT department is not exactly overstaffed, so we cannot lean on them too heavily. 
Expecting a full-blown conversion of a CRM [Customer Relationship Management] database or SaaS 
system in six months or a year may be impossible.

“You also want to think about the opportunity costs. Particularly in smaller institutions, there is an 
attitude of making do with what we have and not asking for more. But if part of someone’s job is to 
manually pull reports because you cannot just hit a button to get those reports, that is money you 
could spend externally. To me, that is part of fundraising. How much can you turn externally, which 
results in money coming in the door?"

Be change adaptable. 
“Things that you think work well or best practices might change depending on circumstances. I can 
tell you that from the time I interviewed for this job to where I am now, the organization’s needs have 
changed a great deal. I would have chuckled if you had told me six months ago that I’d be deploying 
software the way I am deploying it. But here we are, and it makes sense right here and now. You must 
be open to change and open to ways of doing things better. That’s also why it is incredibly helpful to 
have good partners. This is where I’d love to give a shout-out to [Blackbaud Strategic Consultant] Stacy 
Rooney, who has been a wonderful partner in thinking about these things over the years.”
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About Blackbaud
Blackbaud (NASDAQ: BLKB) is the world’s leading cloud software company powering social good. Serving the entire social good community—nonprofits, 
higher education institutions, K–12 schools, healthcare organizations, faith communities, arts and cultural organizations, foundations, companies, and 
individual change agents—Blackbaud connects and empowers organizations to increase their impact through cloud software, services, data intelligence, 
and expertise. Learn more at www.blackbaud.com.

Evaluate your team. Evaluate your organization. But take it in incremental 
steps. Don’t try to do everything at once.

 —Sam McCrimmon, Vice President for Advancement, Mercyhurst University

Learn more

When evaluating fundraising technology, it is critical to choose software vendors with proven outcomes and 
demonstrable expertise working with organizations like yours. Blackbaud has more than 40 years of experience 
helping nonprofits and educational institutions meet and exceed their fundraising goals.

Watch the full interview with Sam during our recent webinar, Augment the Power of Your Donor Database to 
Improve Fundraising Outcomes.

Find out more about Fundraiser Performance Management and how Blackbaud can help your 

fundraising organization succeed.
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