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Your nonprofit’s data is a valuable asset. It powers your fundraising 

efforts, drives donor and other constituent communications, and feeds 

AI and reports. It can also help you uncover trends to improve your 

fundraising and marketing activities.

But no matter how powerful your customer relationship management 

(CRM), marketing, or fundraising software might be, it won’t work as well 

as it should – and your fundraising and marketing efforts won’t be as 

effective – if you have duplicate, inaccurate, and missing data. That’s why 

keeping your data tidy is so important.

Maintaining high-quality data health and hygiene isn’t a one-time activity. 

It takes ongoing work. But once you make it part of your organization’s 

routine, it doesn’t have to be an overwhelming challenge to maintain.
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Let’s look at six 
ways to keep your 
nonprofit’s data in  

top shape:
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UNDERSTAND WHO’S USING THE DATA (AND WHY).
There are different needs for different information across your organization. Think about 

each department in your organization. Write down what information they need and why 

they need it. This will help you to understand which data points:

•	Are important to collect and maintain

•	Should be kept updated and clean 

•	Must be easily accessible
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HERE ARE SOME ROLES TO CONSIDER:

Marketing Team 
Donors, volunteers, and other constituents want accurate communications at the ideal frequency about 

topics that interest them. So, your marketing team must be able to track information such as:

•	 How and when constituents are involved with your organization

•	 How much time or money they’ve given

•	 What prompted them to give or participate

Development Team 
This team must track donor cultivation. They need to stay current on donor interactions and stewardship. 

They also need to know when they have a new prospective donor. And they must be able to show their 

progress toward fundraising goals.

Board Members 
These folks typically want to see numbers and that their investment of time and dollars is worthwhile. 

They often find it useful to receive visual reports showing key performance metrics that represent goals 

and the organization’s progress toward reaching those goals.

Some other teams to consider include event and programs teams, volunteer/member services teams, and planned 

giving teams. 

TIP
Some software products charge for data storage. By keeping your data clean – and holding onto 

only data that you truly need – you can minimize your data storage costs.
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DEDUPLICATE AND UPDATE RECORDS.
Regularly deduplicating your records is a must-do for keeping your data clean. It’s also 

important to run data queries to find and update outdated and incorrect records. 
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Deduplicating

“Deduplicating” or “deduping” is about finding duplicate records and merging or deleting data so that you 

end up with one current record for each contact or data point. Whether you’re doing one-time data imports 

from an external source into your system, or you are deduplicating records within your database of record, 

deduplicating will require you to make some decisions. 

For example, what constitutes a duplicate record in the first place? Is it just a duplicate email address, or is  

it a duplicate email address AND duplicate first and last name? And if you have two records from two different 

sources, should the external or the internal source be overwritten when merging the records? Be sure to document 

your policies and processes around data deduplication to help make sure it’s done consistently. 

Deduplicate records at least once each week to keep your data tidy. If you haven’t deduplicated your records  

in a while (and don’t worry – you aren’t the only one), then you might need to dedicate a person or small team  

of people to work on deduplication on a daily basis until it’s completed, and then move to a weekly schedule  

for ongoing maintenance. 

HERE ARE SOME IDEAS:
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TIP
Deduping your contacts will help to prevent a person from getting the same communication from 

your organization multiple times, becoming frustrated, and opting out of future communications. 

It will also help to prevent embarrassing scenarios, such as your major gifts officer thanking  

a donor for the incorrect total donation because the donor gave multiple donations in a year, but 

each donation was listed in separate records.
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Running Data Integrity Queries

Running a data integrity query is about looking for data points that need to be updated and then adding to or 

correcting them. It can be focused on anything from looking for missing data points to looking for email addresses 

with no @ sign or ZIP codes not in the correct format.

The steps needed to perform a data query will vary for each software platform. Look to your software vendor or 

software implementation partner for training and guidance on best practices. 

Run data queries frequently enough that they don’t pile up and become overwhelming. On the flipside, there’s 

no need to run them so often that there are only a few records to update and it’s not worth your time. 

Here are some steps to get you started with data queries:

1 Run data integrity queries each week.

Move to every two weeks, then once per month, etc., until you find the right frequency for your organization.

Run one-off data integrity queries as needed. For example, if you have an important direct mailing 

going out, run a data query before pulling the mailing list to make sure your list is as clean as possible.
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TIP
Be sure to run data integrity checks each time you import data from another platform, such as your 

email or online fundraising software.
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Also, be sure to periodically review your data queries, query files, and/or reports. Like anything else, without 

regular tidying, the number of saved queries will grow and can start to become overwhelming to sort though  

and manage. 

SOME THINGS TO LOOK FOR:

•	 Queries that have not been run in the past 12 months. Notify the query owner; ask if the queries can 

be removed or placed in an archive folder.

•	 Ad hoc queries that may be inaccurate due to the way they’re built.

•	 Any fundamentally flawed queries.

Repeat this data query file review exercise with reports and data exports.

TIP
Provide attribute definitions and proper staff training to help ensure everyone in your organization 

is using fields, and values within fields, accurately.

DELETE OR UPDATE ATTRIBUTES AND QUERIES.
Another good data cleansing practice is to periodically review your database, or data 

that’s in spreadsheet/tabular form, and make a list of any incorrect attributes, or attributes 

that your organization no longer uses. These attributes might range from checkboxes 

or yes/no fields to values within a picklist (dropdown) field. Then, use a query in your 

software to find and delete or update these attributes from constituent records. 
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•	 Invest in a form builder tool that has the capabilities you need to meet your data-collection standards. 

In other words, don't sacrifice data cleanliness by choosing a form builder tool that’s inexpensive, but 

isn’t up to the job. You'll end up spending more time and money cleaning your data in the end.

•	 When using any type of online form to collect data, make sure you have validation rules in place for input 

fields where accuracy is critical. For example:

MAKE SURE CLEAN DATA GOES INTO YOUR DATABASE.
While cleaning up the data you already have is important, remember that keeping data 

clean starts at the moment you collect it. If you ensure data is in the format you want 

before it reaches your database, then you're already one step ahead of the data-

cleaning game.
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HERE ARE SOME TIPS:
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•	 Have a plan for using the data you collect beyond basic contact information. Avoid asking unnecessary 

questions like, “Do you have any pets?” or “What is your marital status?,” unless you have a clear 

strategy in place for using this data. Collecting data without a plan to use it can lead to a cluttered 

database, further clean-up, and database user questions – and in the end, it’s a waste of your (and your 

constituents’) time.

•	 Ensure that when collecting an email address, the @ symbol is required.

•	 Use a picklist/dropdown for information like state, country, and gender to ensure spelling is consistent 

and in the format you prefer.

•	 Limit the number of characters allowed for entry in a field when applicable, such as when you only want 

a middle initial and not an entire middle name.
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•	 Be sure that the document includes consistent naming standards for things like campaigns, events, 

queries, and exports to make searching for and reporting on data easier and more accurate.

•	 Review your policies and procedures at least once each year to make sure the information is still accurate. 

•	 Any time you change a policy or procedure, be sure to notify the entire organization. Let everyone know 

the details of what has been changed and why it’s been modified. This will help everyone understand the 

importance of the change and its impact on the organization.

TIP
Always be on the lookout for recurring data integrity issues. Such issues might be a signal that you 

need to re-train staff on your database policies and procedures and possibly limit the number of 

people who can update key information. You might also need to update data entry procedures in 

your database policies and procedures document to ensure directions are clear and correct.

UPDATE YOUR DATABASE POLICIES AND PROCEDURES.
If you don’t already have one, be sure to create a database policies and procedures 

document. If you do have one, keep it updated. 
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SOME HELPFUL IDEAS:
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Review your database policies and procedures document with new staff members.

Determine what data permissions/access new employees need to do their jobs.

Provide new employees with user names and passwords for system and program access.

TIP
Be sure to also have a process in place to remove staff members from your systems when they 

leave your organization.

REVISIT YOUR STAFF ONBOARDING CHECKLIST.
Include a comprehensive checklist in your employee onboarding process to ensure the 

security of your data and make sure new staff members have the tools they need to do 

their jobs and help to keep your data clean.  
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A FEW ITEMS TO INCLUDE IN THE CHECKLIST:
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LEARN MORE ABOUT 
KEEPING YOUR DATA 
CLEAN AND READY 
TO USE.
Ensuring your nonprofit’s data is clean, accurate, and ready to put to work will help your 

organization to optimize your marketing and fundraising campaigns and technology. By using 

the ideas in this guide, you’ll be well on your way to keeping your data in top shape. If you 

need an extra hand with managing and using your nonprofit’s data, contact us today. We’re 

ready to help:

10

 

cathexispartners.com                   312.613.1655

Discover tips on how to use data to report on, analyze, 

and improve your fundraising. Read the guide, How to Use 

Data to Take Your Fundraising to New Heights.
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