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INTRODUCTION



A NEW AGE FOR ADVANCEMENT

It’s an incredible time for advancement in higher education. With so much 
change happening in the space, institutions are taking advantage of the 
many opportunities to improve and modernize their strategies for success. 

As part of this shift, advancement teams no longer have to worry about 
siloed data or struggle with how to connect with young alumni, how to 
engage volunteers, or how to steward longtime supporters in meaningful 
ways. 

There’s no shortage of advancement and alumni engagement solutions on 
the market. But which option is right for you?
We put together this buyer’s guide to provide some guidance on must 
have features & benefits, red flags to look out for and a quick look at how 
Salesforce is innovating the higher education advancement space. 
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RED FLAGS



Point solutions can always do one thing well, but aren’t particularly 
flexible or able to connect to other systems. One of the biggest issues 
with choosing a software solution is selecting one that fixes a current 
problem, but creates bigger ones down the road due to a lack of 
inherent customizability and a tendency to create data silos.

THE PROBLEM WITH POINT SOLUTIONS
Don’t get boxed in.

 • Can this connect to systems that we’re using to manage other parts of 

our advancement operations? For example, am I able to connect our 

marketing platform with our CRM to communicate seamlessly at-scale?

 • What is the roadmap for making this solution part of a more holistic 

campus-wide solution?

 • How flexible and scalable is your solution? Do we have the ability to scale 

the depth and breadth of our usage seamlessly over time? Grades slip 

but also when behavior issues arise, food insecurity develops, wellness or 

even visits to school websites dedicated to help resources.

ADDITIONAL QUESTIONS TO ASK

RED FLAGS

Alumni databases do an okay job 
of storing data on who alumni were 
when they graduated, but a poor job 
of capturing and manipulating data 
on who they are today – the very type 
of information that is most relevant to 
engagement strategy. As a result, ad-
vancement professionals are primed 
to treat alumni as former students 
instead of getting to know them as 
mature adults.”

“

Dr. Jay Le Roux Dillon, Founder and Principal, 
Alumni Identity



Most vendors like to give the impression that they have a  large and 
high availability staff, but whether they can deliver on that promise is a 
different story.

VENDOR RESOURCE CONSTRAINTS 
How much time and attention can they really provide?

 • How large is your customer support staff and how many will be 

dedicated to our account?

 • What level of ongoing familiarity will your team have with our account?

 • What free and paid training resources do you offer?

 • What does your roadmap look like for the next year and what kind of 

developer resources do you have dedicated to building those features?

 • What is your budget for research and development?

RED FLAGS

Most vendors will say they offer an end-to-end solution. In reality, most 
are designed for one area of the process, and rely on workarounds to 
check the feature/function boxes.

ALL IN ONE OR BUILT FOR ONE? 
Can it handle fundraising, engagement and operations, or is it only built 
for one area?

 • Do you mind if I walk through our fundraising, engagement or operations 

processes end-to-end, and can you show me how I would be able to use 

your technology to do what we need to do at each stage?

 • Does your solution have integrated AI and analytics? Will it benefit all 

roles across fundraising, alumni & donor engagement and advancement 

operations? 

 • Assuming that at least part of your solution is served by a third party 

integration, describe the depth of that integration? Is it supported and 

maintained by both parties through a partnership?

ADDITIONAL QUESTIONS TO ASK ADDITIONAL QUESTIONS TO ASK

PAGE 08 



RED FLAGS

While many vendors promise great in-house service, a broad ecosystem 
is key to your success. A healthy ecosystem includes implementation 
partners, independent software providers building complementary 
apps, and most importantly, a thriving customer community that 
gathers online and in person to provide feedback and share insights.

LACK OF ECOSYSTEM AND COMMUNITY
No vendor should be an island

 • Do you have partners who have implemented your solution for higher 

ed customers similar to us?

 • What are some of the other vendors building apps that integrate 

with your solution? Have you worked with popular providers to build 

connectors, like Eventbrite, Mailchimp, and Microsoft Outlook?

 • How do you recruit your partners to ensure diversity of solutions in your 

ecosystem?

 • What is your customer community like? How many customers do you 

have in your online community forum? Do you hold local events and 

user groups?

Formulaic and inflexible implementation plans can put your long-term 
success at risk. Make sure your vendor can provide you options and take 
your unique needs into account.

COOKIE CUTTER IMPLEMENTATION
Is it one-size-fits-all or adaptable to you?

 • Can you show me your customer on-boarding, implementation, and 

roll-out plans?

 • What different tiers of service can I choose from?

 • Can we see some implementation case studies that involve complex 

deployments, such as integration with other systems like x, y, z?

 • Who will handle our implementation? Does it have to be you (the 

vendor), or can you recommend an implementation partner?

 • Which vital campus systems or departments do you coordinate with to 

ensure success as needs and requirements for the solution grow?

ADDITIONAL QUESTIONS TO ASKADDITIONAL QUESTIONS TO ASK
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MUST-HAVES



Benchmarking Digital Advancement: How advancement tools, practices, and attitudes are evolving toward integrated, digitally enabled advancement.

“ One goal of a digital advancement operation is to meet people where they 
are.

That doesn’t mean giving up reunions or other gatherings where alumni, 
donors, and stakeholders can interact in person. But it does mean asking 
hard questions about how valuable those events are. Are they worth the 
money and the amount of staff time required to pull them off? How can 
they be enhanced through digital channels? How can an institution offer 
alternatives for those who can’t attend?

It also means acknowledging that contemporary stakeholders use an array 
of online communications channels in their personal and professional lives.”

MICHAEL STONER, CO-FOUNDER AND CO-DIRECTOR OF MSTONER, INC.



Advancement leaders agree, it’s more important than ever for 
institutions to have effective and efficient fundraising technology and 
operations in place to support annual and major gift officers, as well as 
capital and comprehensive campaign staff.

MODERN FUNDRAISING CAPABILITIES

 • Does the solution include a dashboard where gift officers can easily get 

a view of their portfolio? Does the solution provide tools for gift officer 

trip planning? Can gift officers access their portfolio on the go in a native 

mobile app?

 • Does the solution enable Advancement leadership to track moves 

management in real time? Can our team filter portfolios by open 

pledges, stage, interactions, affinity, capacity, and other criteria?

 • Can gift officers access an interactive geographical map of their donors 

and prospects?

 • Does the solution enable social listening and provide insights that are 

visible inside the prospect record?

 • Can our team identify new donors directly in the solution based on 

wealth screens?

 • Does the solution include features like an annual visit counter or provide 

easy ways to ping prospect research, dictate contact reports on mobile, 

identify prospects on a map and search keywords in contact reports?

 • Does the solution provide productivity tools for gift officers. Does the 

solution provide productivity tools for gift officers, like AI email writing, 

next step predictions, mobile messaging or templates for leadership    

trip briefings?

ADDITIONAL QUESTIONS TO ASK

Consumers increasingly expect consistent, personalized experiences — 
and their loyalty is on the line. Why should individuals expect a different 
level of personalized experience when they engage with their alma 
mater? Alumni and donors may not be able to change their alma mater, 
but they have countless other organizations and causes to which they 
can choose to donate and spend their valuable time. The days of one-
size-fits-all promotions and batch-and-blast emails are over. With the 
right solution, advancement teams can supercharge their alumni and 
donor engagement strategy in many ways:

ELEVATED ALUMNI & DONOR ENGAGEMENT: 

 • Does the solution provide tools to communicate with alumni and donors 

across many channels? Can our team leverage email, text, and social 

channels to send personalized, dynamic content to every alumni and 

donor based on their giving, affinity, location, interests and attributes?

 • Does the solution provide flexible segmentation tools? Are we able to 

use multiple data sources to organize our alumni and donor audiences 

and personalize the different types of information we send to them?

 • Does the solution enable us to track information about alumni & donor 

activity across channels, such as website visits, email clicks and opens, 

and content consumption?

 • Does the solution provide ways for us to guide alumni and donors 

through a personalized content journey that dynamically responds 

to their behavior? Can we also use it or ensure alignment across our 

network by delivering consistent communications to volunteers, clubs, 

chapters, affiliates, and other groups?

ADDITIONAL QUESTIONS TO ASK

MUST-HAVES
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While advancement teams have grown in prominence, slow, manual 
and disconnected systems have the potential to negatively impact 
many areas of an institution. Cumbersome workflows can also delay gift 
processing, affecting an institution’s ability to engage its valued donors 
through timely and meaningful stewardship. With the right solution, 
advancement teams can supercharge their advancement operations in 
a variety of ways:

OPTIMIZED ADVANCEMENT OPERATIONS

 • Does the solution provide gift records management? If so, can you guide 

us through the process end to end?

 • Does the solution include tools to boost gift processing efficiency? 

 • Can it help us match and validate existing gift records to optimize batch 

entry? Does it include safeguards to ensure that data is complete, clean, 

consistent and up-to-date? Does it have tools that reduce the number of 

clicks to batch or manual gift entry?

 • Does the solution include features for building a more complete and 

connected view of the donor? 

 • Can we leverage data beyond gifts to gain a deeper understanding of 

donor impact that informs stewardship campaigns and engagement?

 • Does the solution enable our team to build workflows tailored to our 

institution’s specific data processes?

ADDITIONAL QUESTIONS TO ASK

Your program isn’t static. Your solution shouldn’t be either. Today’s 
students are more connected and moving faster than ever. As their 
expectations change, you must adapt quickly to meet them. 

FLEXIBILITY

 • Are data fields static or do they connect to other systems? 

 • Can we customize fields in our records?  

 • Can new fields be added to records easily? 

 • Can we create validation rules to ensure data integrity? 

 • Can we create custom workflows and approval flows to automate 

manual processes?

ADDITIONAL QUESTIONS TO ASK

MUST-HAVES



An engaged community means a track record 
of success. Make sure your vendor has a vibrant, 
diverse community of institutions that you can 
turn to for best practices, as well as a trusted 
support team. 

TRUSTED SUPPORT & 
COMMUNITY 

 • Do you have an active community of users 

online and offline? 

 • What is the makeup of your higher education 

customer base?

 • Do you have an Advancement-specific advisory 

board?

 • Do you have 24/7 support and SLAs?

 • Has your solution experienced any large-scale 

data breaches?

ADDITIONAL 
QUESTIONS TO ASK

MUST-HAVES

Ongoing improvements or disruptive upgrades? 
Your program should never be interrupted due 
to a software update. 

CONSTANT INNOVATION

 • How regular are releases? 

 • How are your releases scheduled and managed? 

 • How do you ensure that these releases aren’t 

disruptive to our operations? 

 • What kind of release notes and documentation 

do you provide to ensure that your customers 

fully understand what’s coming in your releases?

ADDITIONAL 
QUESTIONS TO ASK

PAGE 14 

Your Advancement team can no longer afford 
to wait weeks or months to get the answers 
it needs. Having data-driven reports and 
dashboards at your fingertips will help you take 
action confidently.

ROBUST REPORTING
Is data siloed or centralized?

 • Will your solution allow us to pull, combine, and 

analyze data from multiple sources in one view? 

 • Will your solution provide insights on 

alumni,donors, and volunteers across different 

phases of their maturity? 

 • Can this solution offer robust analytics and AI to 

provide in-depth and even predictive insights? 

ADDITIONAL 
QUESTIONS TO ASK



MUST-HAVES

Openness is a good thing No matter how full-
featured the application, it needs to be able to 
integrate with other systems. An open platform 
can help you future-proof your advancement 
office. 

INTEGRATION WITH OTHER 
ADVANCEMENT SYSTEMS

 • Does your solution integrate easily with other 

systems? Can you show me what this looks like? 

 • Which back-end systems and front-end apps 

can it integrate with? 

 • Which integrations are most popular and/or 

actively maintained? 

 • Can I speak with someone on your team who 

manages integration partnerships? 

 • Is any part of your solution open-source? When 

it comes to your code base, are you committed 

to transparency?

ADDITIONAL 
QUESTIONS TO ASK
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WHY 
    SALESFORCE?



Salesforce was intuitive and easy to 
use. We weren’t asking our staff to 
do anything new; we were simply 
enabling them to do their jobs in a 
much simpler and streamlined way.”

SALESFORCE FOR ADVANCEMENT

With Salesforce Education Cloud, advancement teams can leverage an 
integrated, end-to-end solution built specifically for higher education 
advancement. Whether it’s tracking major gift proposals through the 
solicitation cycle, personalizing volunteer communication, or improving 
reporting and insights with AI, Salesforce makes it easy to connect with 
donors and volunteers and build meaningful relationships that drive 
results.

Salesforce CRM: Your Constituent Relationship Management (CRM) 
solution acts as a foundation for all advancement activities. 
Manage solicitations from cultivation through solicitation in the office or 
on-the-go with a native mobile app for gift officers. 
Execute multi-channel solicitation and engagement p campaigns to 
increase donor engagement, participation, and gift amount.. 
Provide executive teams with up-to-date campaign projections and 
reporting.

“

Tom Neuburger, Associate Director, CRM COE 
Smith College



WHY SALESFORCE?

MARKETING CLOUD 
A unified marketing platform for personalizing 
communications and tracking meaningful 
conversations across social, web, email 
and mobile channels.  Marketing cloud 
enables teams to leverage a wide-range of 
communications tools to engage students, 
alumni, volunteers, faculty and staff.

COMMUNITY CLOUD
An alumni and donor platform where 
advancement teams can build alignment, 
collaborate across their network and deliver 
consistent communications to volunteers, clubs, 
chapters, affiliates, and other groups.

EINSTEIN AI AND ANALYTICS 
Integrated tools to drive gift officer efficiency, 
more accurate forecasting, real-time reporting 
and even predictive fundraising and volunteer 
management. 
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Salesforce lets us practice ‘elevated advising.’ Instead of spending our days 
on manual, data-related tasks, we can focus our time and energy on more 
value-added activities that allow us to provide students and alumni with 
the highly personalized advising and career services that have long been a 
hallmark of the Bren School.”

KRISTI BIRNEY, ASSOCIATE DIRECTOR OF CAREER DEVELOPMENT & ALUMNI RELATIONS, THE BREN SCHOOL

“



KEY DIFFERENTIATORS

BUILD 360° PROFILES FOR 
DONORS, ALUMNI AND MORE 

All of your constituent data available in one 

place, anytime, anywhere. No more moving 

data between multiple systems to get your 

job done.

MEET ALUMNI & DONORS 
WHERE THEY ARE 

Now you have the tools you need to 

engage prospects and volunteers on the 

channels they love. Listen to what alumni 

and donors are saying on social media and 

build engagement journeys that keep them 

informed of everything they care about.

TRACK YOUR GOALS IN 
REAL TIME 

Monitor how you’re doing against your 

fundraising goals. View a high-level 

dashboard showing your current portfolio 

funnel to stay on track.

MOBILIZE YOUR GIFT 
OFFICERS 

Your gift officers can leverage a native mobile 

app to update their pipeline, engage a 

donor, and more--all while they’re on the go.

GET A PLATFORM, NOT A 
POINT SOLUTION 

Why use different systems for fundraising, 

engagement, events,and community when 

you can just use one? Add new apps with 

just a few clicks, and integrate faster with 

existing systems. 

WORLD’S MOST 
INNOVATIVE PLATFORM 

Education Cloud is built on the Salesforce 

platform, so you get access to all of the 

latest innovations like Einstein Artificial 

Intelligence.

ENSURE SUCCESS WITH 
SUPPORT & RESOURCES 

Free training. Expert implementation 

partners. Success plans with 24/7 support. 

We’ve got everything you need to achieve 

your goals today and tomorrow.

JOIN OUR AMAZING 
COMMUNITY 

The Salesforce higher education community 

is more than a user community - it’s a family 

of passionate trailblazers. Every day at events 

around the world and online, our community 

is working together to help institutions 

succeed.
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THANK YOU!

GET STARTED

https://www.salesforce.org/highered/advancement-software/

