Shopping for Database Software

When shopping for database software, make sure that it at least meets this basic criteria: 

· The person or people who will use it the most can feel ownership of the software; it's easy to use and easy to learn 

· It can work on the computers you have in-house. 

· It can import and export data to and from the most-used software packages for both IBM/Clones and Macintosh computers (Claris FileMaker Pro, Claris Works, Lotus Approach, Microsoft Access, Microsoft Fox Pro, Microsoft Excel, Microsoft Works, etc.). That means that, at the very least, it can export data as d-base or text. Why? The data in your database is used by more than just your volunteer manager or your development director -- it's going to be used by the bulk mail house, an outside consultant, maybe even traded with another organization, and they all aren't going to have the same software as you. 

· It comes with a computerized tutorial/overview (or even a videotape) and sample database structures, in addition to the printed support material. 

· It allows the user to change existing view screens, and even create new ones (users should be able to change what information they see on screens as appropriate) 

· It allows the user to change, add or delete fields of information. Your organization may have a particular information interest in a particular group, and no specialized software can anticipate every organization's every need. 

· It can be networked (people can access the information from more than one computer, if the computers are networked) 

· It allows the main user to set up security measures (read only access for other users, for instance; see Customer Database Principles for more information) 

· Has relational capabilities, (adding a new record to the donor database will add the same record to ALL the ticket-selling database, and vice-versa) 

· Users can generate personalized mailing labels, letters, name tags and other customized reports 

· Users can set up automated functions on the database (sometimes known as macros), such as automated numbering fields and automated calculation fields. 

Before you invest in a specialized database software package: 

· Make sure you understand the basics of databases and database management before embarking on a purchase (this is easily-acquired knowledge). 

· Make a list of the features and qualities you and others who will work with the database will need. 

· Make sure that you have systems in place to gather the information you will use in the database (volunteer hours and interests, donor pledge dates, etc.). 

· Request a demo of the software from the company that markets it. 

· Talk with representatives of at least two organizations that use the software. Make sure you talk with the people who actually input information, run reports, etc. using the software, not senior management or the IT department. Ask them how easy the software is to learn, what they use it for, and their experiences when calling the company's support line.

