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About CanadaHelps 

CanadaHelps is a charitable foundation working 

to increase giving in Canada through technology. 

CanadaHelps.org provides a safe and trusted  

one-stop destination for discovering and supporting 

any charity in Canada. CanadaHelps also develops 

affordable fundraising technology for 24,000+  

charities and provides free training and education  

so that, all charities regardless of size, have the capacity 

to increase their impact and succeed in the digital age.  

Since 2000, nearly three million people have given more  

than $1.9 billion through CanadaHelps.

 

CanadaHelps worked with Sector 3 Insights to conduct this study.  

This social enterprise firm donates all profits to charity.
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A. Levels of Digital Integration
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J. Organizations Need Money to Make Money to Digitally Transform

K. What Are Donation Sources, and Which Ones Do  Organizations Expect Will Change?

L. The COVID Pandemic Has Become a Catalyst for Digital Transformation

Looking to the Future 
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Why We Conducted This Survey: 
A Letter From the CEO

I’ve been speaking about the need for charities to 

prioritize digital transformation for years, both in 

response to demographic shifts and changing donor 

preferences, and to help charities avoid being left 

behind during this digital era. The challenges created 

by profound technology disruptions are all around us, 

and also offer opportunities not previously thought 

possible. While there are those in the sector who have 

understood the urgency, the COVID-19 pandemic has 

been the catalyst for many organizations that have 

been relatively slower to adapt. 

Digital transformation is about much more than the 

use of hardware or software, or acquiring digital 

talent; it’s fundamentally about organizational culture, 

mindset and change management. However, for many 

charities, the starting point is in setting up digital 

basics for future growth and success.

This report contains the results of a survey we 

conducted in early 2021 to assess the degree to which 

Canadian charities are open, interested, and willing 

to adopt new digital tools, and to identify barriers 

to charities adopting such tools. Overall, I’m happy 

that we finally have Canadian data to make the case 

for the critical need for investment in these areas 

within the charitable sector. This data is also critical 

for governments and funders to understand the ways 

in which charities need support to thrive; to date, most 

of the focus on digital transformation has been on the 

business sector.

We also conducted the survey for our own selfish 

purposes. CanadaHelps is an essential infrastructure 

and educational partner for charities across Canada. 

We help small charities achieve digital competency 

and, ultimately, help increase their impact. In order to 

increase our own impact and support charities more, 

we need to understand where charities are at in their 

digital journeys, and what’s holding them back from 

being successful in this transition. 

The survey and this report will become a baseline for 

future surveys — to measure distance travelled and 

gauge charities’ collective success in transitioning. It will 

help us work with thousands of charities to fill the gaps in 

digital training, and to partner with them to access digital 

technology and best practices in the sector.

Together, we can build from here. 

Marina Glogovac 

President & CEO of CanadaHelps
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Background: How We Conducted the Survey

In February, 2021, we conducted an online survey 

of approximately 1,400 charities — 1,114 charity 

partners from CanadaHelps’ database (users of 

CanadaHelps’ software) and 328 other charities from 

a list obtained from Canada Revenue Agency (CRA) 

(charities with no relationship to CanadaHelps). 

This report refers to the first sample group as 

“CanadaHelps respondents” and the second sample 

group as “CRA respondents.”

There are a few biases in the report:

• The CRA respondents included more small  

charities and better mirrors the actual charitable 

makeup, compared to the CanadaHelps 

respondents. For instance, 65% of the CRA 

respondents had fewer than four full-time staff, 

compared to 50% of the CanadaHelps respondents.

• Ontario is over-represented in the CanadaHelps 

respondents. Approximately 45% of the 

CanadaHelps respondents and 32% of the CRA 

respondents are based in Ontario.

• Because the CanadaHelps respondents are already 

using some of CanadaHelps’ digital tools, results 

in this report may overstate the degree of digital 

readiness and interest, and may not be applicable  

to the entire charitable sector. Responses from the  

CRA respondents likely represent the charitable 

sector more closely.

The margin of error is +/- 3% for statistics related  

to the CanadaHelps respondents and +/- 5% for  

CRA respondents (19 out of 20 times if this study  

were repeated).

Other background about the survey’s methodology:

• We confirmed that all respondents were  

registered charities.

• The vast majority of individuals who completed the 

online survey were senior staff or volunteers, such as 

CEOs or board members, who make decisions about 

the use of technology for their organizations.

• We grouped charities, based on their CRA-reported 

annual revenue, into the following categories (which 

appear in various figures in the report):

1. Net annual revenue under $100,000

2. $100,000 to $500,000

3. $500,000 to $1 million

4. $1 million to $2.5 million

5. More than $2.5 million 

• All respondents received and completed the same 

online questionnaire from February 2 to 14, 2021.
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Executive Summary and Key Findings

      Smaller Charities Lag in Digital Adoption 

73% of charities with annual revenue of $500,000 to 

$1,000,000 have integrated or plan to integrate digital 

technology into everyday activities, while the same is 

true for only 42% of charities with annual revenue of 

less than $100,000 (see Figure 1).  

      Charities have Digital Ambitions  

While more charities with higher annual revenue 

believe greater use of technology is important, 54% 

and 68% of charities with annual revenue of less than 

$100,000 and between $100,000 and $500,000 

respectively believe greater use of technology is 

important (see Figure 3).   

 

      The Need for Digital Transformation is Urgent

54% of the CanadaHelps respondents and 38% of the 

CRA respondents believe they’ll soon find it harder 

to do what they do if they don’t improve their digital 

capabilities (see Figure 4).  

      Prioritizing Digital is Hard 

While digital ambitions are high and the need for  

digital adoption is urgent, short-term demands and 

resource constraints delay action. More than two 

thirds of charities indicate that they have higher 

priorities than adopting digital (see Figure 4).   

      There is a Massive Skill Gap 

The majority of charities rate their skill level as “fair”, 

“poor”, or “not aware” regarding 12 of the 15 digital tools 

we surveyed on (see Figures 5 and 6).  

      Funding is a Major Obstacle 

61% of the CanadaHelps respondents and 54% of the 

CRA respondents do not have enough funding to make 

greater use of software and digital tools (see Figure 7). 

      CanadaHelps Charities Lead

Figures 5 and 6 show, relative to CRA respondents, 

CanadaHelps respondents are: 

• More active users of digital tools 

• More invested in the importance of digital

• Ahead on current and planned use of digital technology   

      There is a Long Way To Go and  

     Charities Want Support

Figure 8 reports that charities are most interested in:

• Funding for digital tools 

• Insight on how to develop a digital strategy plan 

• More staff with technical expertise

The Digital Skills Survey provides critical insights on the digital health of the Canadian charitable sector. In 

our increasingly digital world, the study shows charities are ill-prepared to respond to the digital expectations 

of Canadians. They lack both the funding and skills necessary to maintain relevancy and raise needed funds. 

Highlighting the profound implications for the sustainability and impact of the sector, the report calls for  

urgent investment by funders and governments.
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The Current Situation: More than half of charities 

have already integrated digital technology into daily 

activities, or they have specific plans and budgets to 

do so (see Figure 1). However, many of the CanadaHelps 

respondents are ahead of the CRA respondents in 

terms of digital integration and planning.

Digital Divide: The revenue size of organizations 

is a major factor: as revenue increases, so does the 

likelihood that an organization has integrated more 

digital software into daily work. Figure 1 shows that 

nearly three quarters of organizations with annual 

revenues of $500,000 or more report that they have 

already integrated digital technology into everyday 

activities or have plans to do so. This contrasts with 

approximately 42% of the smallest organizations (with 

annual revenues less than $100,000) who have done so 

or have plans to do so.

“We need money and training 

for our current staff. We know 

what we don’t know.” 

– Respondent, small charity, $100,000  

to $500,000 annual revenue

FIGURE 1 

Which one of the following best describes 

your organization’s use of computer 

technology, software, digital tools,  

and software empowered processes?

Levels of Digital Integration 

Detailed Findings

A

That CanadaHelps respondents are further along 

in their adoption of digital tools indicates that 

CanadaHelps can help other charities to bridge the  

gap. There’s a big opportunity for small organizations  

to digitize more; the ambition and willingness is there, 

as noted in other sections of this report.

IN SIG HTS 

Current Use of Digital Technology

Current Use of Digital Technology for CRA Respondents

“We are very busy, and it is difficult to learn 

and manage new software, especially when 

board members serve only two terms.” 

– Respondent , small charity, less than  

$100,000 annual revenue

CRA Respondents

38%

45%

28%

39%

55%

61%

13%

19%

13%

14%

18%

14%

78%

26%

30%

24%

33%

17%

23%

6%

34%

13%

10%

25%

22%

Net Under $100K

Operating Revenue

Already Integrated No Plan, but Interested

Priority, Planning to Integrate Not Interested

Net $100K - $500K

Net $1M - $2.5M

Net $2.5M+

Net $500K - $1M

CanadaHelps 

Respondents
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Digital Ambitions

Detailed Findings

B

Big Charities See Digital as More Important: The 

larger an organization is, the more likely it believes  

that greater use of digital tools is necessary in the 

future (see Figure 2).

Small Charities have High Aspirations: The majority 

of small organizations believe that greater use of 

technology is important, with 54% of organizations 

with revenue of $100,000 or less and 68% of 

organizations with revenue of $100,000 to $500,000 

believing greater use of technology is “very important” 

or “quite important” (see Figure 3).

“We need available tools 

that are less clunky and 

take less time to use, while 

being reasonably priced. Our 

volunteers expect software  

to add value to their time.” 

– Respondent, small charity,  

less than $100,000 annual revenue

There’s a willingness to grow in this area, especially 

among organizations with two or fewer staff. In other 

words, more revenue will allow for more vision and 

planning to be devoted to digital transformation.

IN SIG HTS 
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FIGURE 3 

How important to your organization is greater use of computer technology, software,  

digital tools, and software empowered processes going forward?

Importance of Digital Technology in the  

Future by Number of Staff

Importance of Digital Technology in the Future  

by Number of Staff - CRA Respondents

CRA Respondents

26%

45% 28%

42%

70%

72%

23%

36%

27%

28%

None

1 to 2

11 to 20

21 or more

3 to 10

CanadaHelps 

Respondents

FIGURE 2 

How important to your organization is greater use of computer technology, software,  

digital tools, and software empowered processes going forward?

Importance of Digital Technology in  

the Future by Operating Revenue

Importance of Digital Technology in  

the Future by Operating Revenue CRA Respondents

CRA Respondents

39%

39%

45%

45%

27%

39%

19%

19%

28%

71%

77%

69%

27%

27%

27%

25%

23%

31%

Net Under $100K

Operating Revenue

Number of StaffVery Important

Very Important

Quite Important

Quite Important

Net $100K - $500K

Net $1M - $2.5M

Net $2.5M+

Net $500K - $1M

CanadaHelps 

Respondents
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Digital Urgency 

Detailed Findings

C

A Need for Future Capabilities: 54% of the 

CanadaHelps respondents and 38% of the CRA 

respondents believe they’ll soon find it harder to 

do what they do if they don’t improve their digital 

capabilities. Despite this urgency, most organizations 

have higher priorities or are too busy to make 

improvements related to digital technology (see Figure 4).

“High” Priorities vs. “Higher” Priorities: Approximately 

51% of the CanadaHelps respondents and 35% of CRA 

 respondents agree “strongly” or “somewhat” that 

improving the use of digital tools is a “high priority,” 

even though 66% and 70% of them also agree,  

“We have higher priorities than improving our  

digital.” (see Figure 4)

“We are perpetually  

understaffed (with COVID,  

down to just the Director/

Curator), so researching and 

implementing new technological 

tools, even though I know they 

are important and a priority,  

just doesn’t happen.” 

– Respondent, small charity, $100,000  

to $500,00 in annual revenue

The difference between “high” and “higher priorities” 

likely comes down to staffing and revenue limitations, 

as we learn in other parts of this report. A key insight 

here is that short-term resource constraints lead to 

delays in the investment and adoption of technology 

IN SIG HTS 

that would reduce future problems. For many charities 

to stay relevant and to achieve the benefits that digital 

transformation, investment from government and 

funders in charities capacity will be required. 
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FIGURE 4 

How much do you agree or disagree with each statement about 

software and digital tools in your charitable organization?

Sentiments about Digital Technology 

We have higher priorities for our budget 

than improving our digital capabilities

CanadaHelps Respondents CRA Respondents

Our organization will soon find it harder 

to do what we do if we do not improve our 

digital capabilities

Improving the use of software and  

digital tools is a high priority for us

We are too busy to better understand and 

consider newer software and digital tools

We are frequently looking to have better 

software and digital tools to improve our work

Using more software and digital tools will  

not help us better deliver our services to  

the community we serve

The providers of such software  

and digital tools are trustworthy

We do not understand how our donors or 

users wish to use software and digital tools 

when interacting with our organization

We feel our funders and donors do not 

wish for us to buy or invest in better 

software and digital tools

We currently have the software and  

digital tools we need to do our work well

We are familiar with and knowledgeable 

about available software and digital tools

We currently have the knowledge and 

expertise to improve our use of digital tools

Agree Strongly

Somewhat Agree

24% 33%

18% 8%

16% 8%

15% 14%

15% 9%

11% 9%

9% 8%

8% 19%

11% 22%

8% 17%

6% 3%

7% 6%

42% 37%

36% 30%

35% 27%

40% 26%

37% 29%

39% 30%

38% 28%

42% 34%

24% 26%

23% 20%

32% 28%

37% 29%
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Widespread Use of Two Tools: We asked charities 

about their experiences with 15 types of software and 

digital tools. The majority noted that they currently 

use software for two things: general office operations 

and financial reporting. Far fewer use the other types 

of digital tools, such as websites, email marketing, and 

event hosting (see Figure 5).  

“As an organization with only 

one lead administrator, it is 

hard to take advantage of 

opportunities that require an 

overhaul of current practice.” 

– Respondent, small charity, $100,000  

to $500,000 annual revenue

The Gaps in Use and Skills

Detailed Findings

D

Online Donations: Online donation forms are now 

necessary for all charities that accept donations  

from the public, mainly because Canadians have  

been increasingly using computers and mobile devices 

to donate over the last 10 years. Notably, the CRA 

respondents use online donation forms far less than 

the CanadaHelps respondents: only 40% of CRA 

respondents currently use or have used these forms, 

compared to 86% of CanadaHelps respondents. In 

other words, 60% and 14% of these respondents have 

never used this essential software on their website and 

within their online fundraising activities (see Figure 5).

Low Rank of Website and Email Competency: 

Having a website and using email marketing (mainly 

e-newsletters) are crucial digital tools for charities 

to engage with current and prospective supporters. 

However, only 26% of CRA respondents and 43% of 

CanadaHelps respondents rate their knowledge and 

skills with websites as “very good” or “good”. Similarly, 

18% and 46% respectively rate their knowledge and 

skills with email marketing as “very good” or “good”  

(see Figure 6).

“Many products aimed at charities are too complicated, 

overpriced, and lack integration with each other.”  

– Respondent, small charity, less than  

$100,000 annual revenue

The Pattern is Clear: What is particularly noteworthy  

is that a similar pattern emerges for 13 out of 15 digital 

tools — for basically every software that’s not related to 

general office operations and financial reporting there’s 

a massive skills gap. The CanadaHelps respondents 

report higher skill rates than the CRA respondents, but 

outside of online donation forms for the CanadaHelps 

group, the vast majority in both groups rate their 

knowledge and skills as “fair,” “poor,” or “not aware”  

for 13 digital tools and software (see Figure 6).
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Overall, there’s a lot of room to help organizations 

to expand their knowledge and adoption of digital 

tools. Organizations would benefit greatly from 

skills training on specialized tools, as well as how 

foundational tools such as content and donor 

management systems can complement and support 

other specialized software. In short, there’s 

potential for more digital transformation among ALL 

organizations, as well as holistic training that shows 

how various technologies overlap and multiply the 

benefits for staff, supporters, and beneficiaries.

IN SIG HTS “Our many digital packages and programs 

have been added together and patched 

together over time to create a unique 

environment — and we have ways to 

connect and integrate and patch as needed. 

It’s a hodgepodge, but replacing even one 

element leads to a million questions about 

how and if we should continue to use the 

others — and what the gaps are.”

– Respondent, large charity,  

more than $5 million annual revenue
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FIGURE 5 

Please indicate your charitable organization’s experience 

with each of the following software and digital tools, if any.

Experience with Digital Technology 

Email Marketing Software

CanadaHelps Respondents CRA Respondents

General Office Operational Software

Digital Accessibility + Inclusion Software

Search Engine Optimization  

(SEO) Software

Website Diagnostic / Analytics Software

Website Management / Content 

Management System (CMS) Software

Collaboration / Project  

Management Software

Financial Reporting Software

Impact Reporting / Research /  

Data Management Software

Platforms for Event Hosting  

and Fundraising

Person-to-Person  

Fundraising Software

Online Donation Forms

Cyber Security Protection Software

Social Media Management Software

Customer Relationship Management (CRM) 

/ Donor Management Systems (DMS)

Currently In Use

Used In Past

54% 21%

89% 80%

17% 15%

25% 13%

43% 26%

59% 39%

25% 15%

27% 17%

22% 6%

46% 35%

39% 16%

83% 35%

64% 50%

50% 28%

78% 69%

7% 3%

2% 2%

2% 2%

9% 5%

12% 6%

5% 7%

9% 5%

6% 4%

8% 2%

9% 5%

5% 1%

3% 5%

3% 3%

16% 11%

2% 3%
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FIGURE 6 

How would you rate your organization’s knowledge and 

skills with each of these software and digital tools?

Digital Knowledge and Skills 

Email Marketing Software

General Office Operational Software

Digital Accessibility + Inclusion Software

Search Engine Optimization  

(SEO) Software

Website Diagnostic / Analytics Software

Website Management / Content 

Management System (CMS) Software

Collaboration / Project  

Management Software

Financial Reporting Software

Impact Reporting / Research /  

Data Management Software

Platforms for Event Hosting  

and Fundraising

Person-to-Person  

Fundraising Software

Online Donation Forms

Cyber Security Protection Software

Social Media Management Software

Customer Relationship Management (CRM) 

/ Donor Management Systems (DMS)

Very Good

Good

CanadaHelps Respondents CRA Respondents

14% 5%

41% 25%

3% 1%

5% 2%

6% 2%

12% 8%

6% 1%

3% 2%

4% 1%

13% 5%

12% 3%

22% 6%

13% 6%

10% 5%

30% 26%

32% 13%

16% 39%

9% 7%

15% 9%

22% 13%

31% 18%

18% 12%

16% 8%

16% 6%

29% 19%

21% 10%

40% 16%

27% 24%

31% 13%

37% 32%
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Barriers to Digital Transformation

Detailed Findings

E

Lack of Funding, Expertise and Training: 

Approximately 55% to 60% of all respondents say they 

don’t have enough funding and/or don’t have the skills, 

expertise, and knowledge for greater use of digital  

tools (see Figure 7).

Lack of Priority:  Approximately 37% to 39% of 

organizations believe that digital transformation isn’t 

a big priority compared to other activities, and many 

believe they don’t need digital tools to achieve their 

missions (see Figure 7).

The barriers clearly show why organizations aren’t using software and digital tools to their fullest capacity (or at all).

IN SIG HTS 

FIGURE 7 

Why may your organization not be using software and digital tools to their fullest capacity?

Barriers to Digital Transformation

We do not have enough funding for greater 

use of software and digital tools

We do not have the skills, expertise, and knowledge

It is not a big enough priority compared  

to other activities

We do not need greater use of software and 

digital tools to achieve or deliver our mission

Funders / Donors prefer we use their funding in 

other ways not on software and digital tools

Our leadership has low awareness and/or interest to 

develop greater use of software and digital tools

We are not flexible and agile enough to take 

advantage of software and digital tools

Some other reason(s)

None of these reasons

CanadaHelps Respondents CRA Respondents

61% 54%

55% 54%

37% 39%

18% 42%

18% 16%

17% 19%

15% 15%

11% 5%

3% 2%

“Our nonprofit is staffed fully by 

volunteers, and so is the executive 

board. This makes it challenging  

to find time for other projects  

outside of our main objectives  

of supporting our mission.” 

– Respondent, small charity,  

less than $100,000 annual revenue
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What Charities Need

Detailed Findings

F

What Charities Say: Organizations need: (1) more 

funding for digital tools; (2) better understanding to 

develop digital strategic plans; and (3) more internal 

staff with Information Technology (I.T.) expertise (see 

Figure 8). For CRA respondents, in particular, education 

about the benefits of digital transformation and tools 

would also help.

“There’s very low capacity of 

volunteer staff and board. As 

CEO, I cannot even understand 

most of the words in this survey.”

– Respondent, small charity,  

less than $100,000 annual revenue 

The barriers to digital transformation are significant. 

With over 40% of respondents requiring help to 

understand the benefits of software and digital tools, 

without material support many charities are at risk 

of becoming technology have-nots. They lack the 

IN SIG HTS 

FIGURE 8 

Which of the following would you like your organization to have when it comes to software and digital tools?

Organizational Needs for Digital Technology

skill to develop the strategic digital plan and secure the 

funding, staff and knowledge for digital transformation. 

To succeed, support from the government and funders 

is critical, and commitment from charitable boards and 

staff is essential. 

More funding dedicated to software and digital tools

A better understanding of how to develop a digital strategic plan

More internal staff with specific I.T. expertise and knowledge

A better understanding of the benefits of software and digital tools

A better understanding of the costs, timelines,  

and requirements of software and digital tools

More confidence to pursue digital tools

Better support from funders, donors, and our board for our 

organization to be making better use of software and digital tools

A greater organizational priority for software and digital  

tools (versus other initiatives)

Stronger commitment of leadership towards 

software and digital tools

CanadaHelps Respondents CRA Respondents

53% 37%

40% 30%

52% 37%

29% 19%

5% 20%

48% 43%

21% 15%

3% 5%

53% 35%

39% 36%

16% 15%

Some other reason(s)

None of these reasons
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Boards of Directors Can Play a Role

Detailed Findings

G

Boards Lack Knowledge: We asked the organizations 

how they’d rate their boards’ knowledge and interest 

in software and digital tools. Only one quarter of 

respondents said their boards’ knowledge and interest 

was “good” or “very good” (see Figure 9). Clearly, education 

is required for the other three quarters of boards.

“One board member has 

extensive experience in software 

and is overloaded handling all of 

the work involved. The others 

are email pedestrians.”  
– Respondent, small charity, less than  

$100,000 annual revenue 

“Our board is older, not tech 

savvy, and doesn’t understand, 

and can’t/doesn’t want to learn.”  
– Respondent, small charity, less than  

$100,000 annual revenue 

General awareness of digital tools is high among 

organizations (more than 80% aware), but as 

previously mentioned and illustrated in Figure 5, 

knowledge of specific tools is much lower (in the 

20-40% range). Low levels of board knowledge 

IN SIG HTS 

and interest in digital technology suggest few 

boards can play the critical role of promoting digital 

transformation or providing the buy-in organizations 

require to invest in digital transformation.

FIGURE 9 

How would you rate your board’s 

knowledge and interest in software and 

digital tools for an organization like yours?

Board’s Knowledge and Interest in Digital Technology

Board’s Knowledge and Interest in Digital Technology  

 - CRA Respondents

CRA Respondents

5%

5% 22%

20%

42%

39%

37%16%4%

3% 38%20%

47%30%

48%26% 12%

43%56%

Net Under $100K

Operating Revenue

Very Good FairGood

Net $100K - $500K

Net $1M - $2.5M

Net $2.5M+

Net $500K - $1M

CanadaHelps 

Respondents
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FIGURE 10 

Please indicate your charitable organization’s experience 

with each of the following software and digital tools, if any.

Organizational Awareness of Digital Tools

Email Marketing Software

CanadaHelps Respondents CRA Respondents

General Office Operational Software

Digital Accessibility + Inclusion Software

Search Engine Optimization  

(SEO) Software

Website Diagnostic / Analytics Software

Website Management / Content 

Management System (CMS) Software

Collaboration / Project  

Management Software

Financial Reporting Software

Impact Reporting / Research /  

Data Management Software

Platforms for Event Hosting  

and Fundraising

Person-to-Person  

Fundraising Software

Online Donation Forms

Cyber Security Protection Software

Social Media Management Software

Customer Relationship Management (CRM) 

/ Donor Management Systems (DMS)

94% 87%

98% 95%

67% 66%

83% 71%

87% 79%

89% 84%

87% 82%

86% 79%

85% 83%

90% 87%

89% 79%

98% 93%

90% 88%

95% 88%

95% 94%
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A Natural Path for Digital Transformation

Detailed Findings

H

Top Three Tools: For the CanadaHelps respondents, 

online donation forms, event hosting platforms, and 

social media management are the priority digital tools 

“to better use in the next couple of years.” In short, the 

priorities reflect fundraising and communications needs.  

However, the CRA respondents prioritize office 

operations and financial reporting software, as well  

as online donation forms (see Figure 11).

Overlapping Tools: Many CanadaHelps respondents 

prioritize multiple digital technologies. These tools 

facilitate donor relationships and fundraising: online 

donation forms (58% of organizations prioritize this), 

event hosting (54%), social media management (52%), 

email marketing (50%) and customer relationship 

management (CRM) software (50%) (see Figure 11).

The Lowest Priorities: Respondents rank search 

engine optimization (SEO) software, website analytics 

tools and digital accessibility/inclusion software 

(e.g., software to aid website visitors with visual 

impairments and tools for tracking diversity, equity, 

and inclusiveness within an organization) at the bottom 

of the list, perhaps because most don’t understand 

the direct benefits these bring to fundraising and 

communications with supporters  

(see Figure 11).

There seems to be a natural path to the adoption of 

digital technology: 

• Charities start with the basics. Judging from data 

and written comments from respondents, many 

smaller charities are focused on base-level tools for 

office and financial operations.

• Adding online donation tools seems next on the  

path as charities try to increase fundraising efforts.

• Event hosting, social media management, email 

marketing and websites are then added or upgraded  

to improve supporter engagement, as well as to 

increase fundraising and acquire more donors.

IN SIG HTS 

• Data management digital tools, CRM software, and 

peer-to-peer fundraising tools become priorities 

further along the path. For example, 18% of CRA 

respondents prioritize data management tools, 

compared to 35% of CanadaHelps respondents. 

Similarly, for CRM, priority jumps from 23% to  

50% (see Figure 11).

“We are just in the process of creating an 

interactive website to help us with fundraising 

and increasing awareness of our charity, so we 

are in the process of learning. We think it will 

be critical to have these skills.” 

– Respondent, small charity, $100,000 to 

$500,000 annual revenue

Digital Skills Survey Results 2021
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FIGURE 11 

Which digital tools in this list are important priorities for your 

organization to better use in the next couple of years, if any?

Future Priorities in Digital Technology 

Online Donation Forms

CanadaHelps Respondents CRA Respondents

Platforms for Event Hosting and Fundraising

Social Media Management Software

Email Marketing Software

Customer Relationship Management (CRM) /

Donor Management Systems (DMS) software

Website Management / Content 

Management System (CMS) Software

Person-to-Person  

Fundraising Software

General Office Operational Software 

(for documents, files, emails, storage, 

presentations, cloud back-up, and so on)

Financial Reporting Software

Impact Reporting/Research/Data 

Management Software

Cyber Security Protection Software

Collaboration/ Project ManagementSoftware

Search Engine Optimization (SEO) Software

Website Diagnostic/Analytics Software

Digital Accessibility + Inclusion Software

58% 44%

54% 36%

52% 39%

50% 28%

50% 23%

45% 33%

44% 26%

40% 42%

32% 25%

29% 20%

28% 17%

30% 15%

29% 11%

35% 18%

42% 48%
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Advantages of Digital  
Technologies to Organizations

Detailed Findings

I

The Focus: There are many benefits that digital 

tools can offer to charitable organizations; we asked 

respondents to rank a list of 12 potential advantages. 

Their top-three picks are: (1) increase reach to new 

donors and volunteers; (2) improve communications 

among current supporters; and (3) increase reach to 

more beneficiaries (see Figure 12). In summary, their  

focus is on future supporters and beneficiaries.

Let’s Not Forget Administration: Organizations 

value the efficiency and cost effectiveness of digital 

tools. Half of CanadaHelps respondents and 40% 

of CRA respondents selected “spend less time on 

administrative tasks” as among the top five most 

important advantages of digital technology. And 

35% and 28%, respectively, said saving “money and/

or time in how we deliver our mission each day to 

beneficiaries” was a top-five advantage.

Attracting and engaging future supporters and 

beneficiaries are top of mind for all organizations, 

followed by the advantages digital technology can 

provide in spending less time on administrative tasks. 

Other advantages of digital technology are far less 

important. For example, about a fifth of respondents 

ranked the following very low (see Figure 12):

IN SIG HTS 

• Better understand financial performance and costs;

• Increase cyber security; 

• Better influence policy makers and the media; and

• Better find, develop, and retain staff.

Digital Skills Survey Results 2021
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FIGURE 12 

There are many advantages which software and digital tools can offer a charitable 

organization. Which of these are most important to your organization?

Advantages of Digital Technology

Increase our reach to find new 

donors, volunteers and supporters

CanadaHelps Respondents CRA Respondents

Improve our communications among our 

current community of supporters

Increase our reach to more of the people 

we serve (our beneficiaries)

Spend less time on administrative tasks

Better serve our current beneficiaries (or 

recipients of our organization) with more 

effective support

 Get more from our data

Save money and/or time in how we deliver 

our mission each day (to beneficiaries)

Better collaborate, coordinate,  

and communicate among our team

Better understand our financial 

performance, costs

Increase cyber security

Better influence policy makers and the media

Better find, develop and retain our staff

73% 50%

62% 53%

52% 50%

50% 40%

39% 39%

36% 21%

35% 28%

18% 19%

11% 9%

8% 8%

16% 19%

32% 24%
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Organizations Need Money to Make 
Money to Digitally Transform

Detailed Findings

J

Digital Tools for Fundraising are a Priority: We asked 

respondents of all sizes to rank 10 overhead expenses 

from most to least important in terms of “needing 

more money.” Their top three were: fundraising, daily 

operations, and staff salaries (see Figure 13). They ranked 

investment in I.T. or digital technology near the 

bottom in terms of needing more money, in spite of 

being aware of its importance (see Figures 4 and 8).

“We lack time with current staff 

and volunteers to explore this 

further. It boils down to lack of 

funding to hire people for this.” 

– Respondent, small charity, less than  

$100,000 to $500,000 annual revenue 

Given daily operational needs and fundraising 

priorities, software and technology aren’t a priority 

for charities. There’s an opportunity here to show 

IN SIG HTS 

FIGURE 13 

Please rank the items in the list below from the most important needing 

more money, down to the least important needing more money.

Key Areas of Financial Need

charities that digital transformations will improve 

operations, fundraising and a whole lot more — and that 

software can pay for itself over time.

Government Relations

Professional Development

I.T. and expertise with technology, 

software, and digital tools

Website

Space and/or rent

Investment in special/new 

projects or initiatives

Marketing/Communications

Staff salaries

Daily operational costs of your 

delivered services

CanadaHelps Respondents CRA Respondents

6% 11%

22% 23%

19% 17%

35% 27%

53% 51%

21% 26%

51% 43%

11% 14%

30% 31%

53% 57%

Fundraising

Digital Skills Survey Results 2021
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What Are Donation Sources, and Which 
Ones Do Organizations Expect Will Change?

Detailed Findings

K

Cheques vs. Online Donations: While more than 80% 

of all respondents report that paper cheques are more 

popular than online donations of various kinds (see 

Figure 14), significant numbers of organizations expect 

online donations to increase in importance in 2021 

(see Figure 15). For example, CanadaHelps respondents 

expect sources of funds to increase via their “website 

or app” (64% expect this), “intermediary platform” 

(60%), or “online event/auction/fundraiser” (57%).  

The responses for these three categories are 

significantly lower among CRA respondents (41%, 

26% and 22%, respectively).

Meanwhile: Bank and/or wire transfers are important 

for a majority of organizations of all types — and  

more than a third of respondents expect this source  

of donation to increase in the next 12 months  

(see Figures 14 and 15).

In-Person Donations will Continue to Fall:  

One in three respondents receive monetary gifts  

via donation boxes, collection jars, or other passive-

collection methods, but they expect these sources  

of donations to decrease in importance in 2021  

(see Figure 15).

In-Person Events and COVID Waves: Despite 

pandemic-related restrictions, approximately 30% of 

all respondents expect in-person events or gatherings 

to increase in importance in the next year (see Figure 

15), which perhaps indicates a hope that the pandemic 

will subside. It’s important to note that the survey was 

conducted in February 2021, before COVID’s third 

wave, and before the restart of stringent lockdowns 

across the country in March.

The data shows that all charities rely on paper 

cheques, but it also suggests that the more a charity 

(such as those partnering with CanadaHelps) 

uses digital tools to generate revenue, the more 

important they feel these digital tools will be in the 

IN SIG HTS 

near future. The differences in responses (between 

the CanadaHelps and CRA respondents) for “website 

or app,” “intermediary platform,” and “online event/

auction/fundraiser” suggest this.

Digital Skills Survey Results 2021
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FIGURE 14 

Through which of the following channels has your  

organization received funds in the past 12 months?

Funding Sources Over the Past 12 Months

By cheque (via mail or presented in-person)

CanadaHelps Respondents CRA Respondents

Online indirectly via an intermediary platform 

raising funds specifically for non-profits

By bank transfer or by wire directly to 

your bank/financial institution

Online direct via your own website or app

Via a virtual online event, online auction, 

or other online hosted fundraiser

By donation box, counter-top collection 

jars, or other passive collection approach

Via a live in-person event or gathering

Via an employer or company payroll 

deduction program

By donation of stocks or other 

assets directly to your non-profit

By text message on a mobile device

93% 82%

75% 22%

70% 55%

61% 31%

39% 14%

35% 33%

35% 34%

27% 10%

8% 8%

33% 13%
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FIGURE 15 

Which of these do you expect to increase in importance  

for your organization in the next 12 months? 

Expected Increases to Funding Sources - Next 12 Months

Online direct via your own website or app

CanadaHelps Respondents CRA Respondents

Online indirectly via an intermediary platform 

raising funds specifically for non-profits

Via a virtual online event, online auction, 

or other online hosted fundraiser

By bank transfer or by wire directly to 

your bank/financial institution

By cheque (via mail or presented in-person)

Via a live in-person event or gathering

By donation of stocks or other assets  

directly to your non-profit

Via an employer or company payroll 

deduction program

By text message on a mobile device

By donation box, counter-top collection 

jars, or other passive collection approach

None of these

64% 41%

60% 26%

57% 22%

49% 48%

35% 39%

26% 31%

22% 9%

17% 10%

3% 14%

11% 14%

18% 4%
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The New Normal: The survey asked charities to think of 

how the COVID pandemic has changed the importance 

of software and digital tools for their organizations. 

The majority said the pandemic has increased the 

importance (see Figure 16).

The pandemic has led to severe service reductions 

and massive funding losses for charities across the 

country. However, online donations skyrocketed  

as large numbers of charities (including some of  

the CanadaHelps respondents) adopted or expanded 

their use of digital tools. Charities are increasingly 

seeing how the pandemic has become a catalyst for 

digital adoption.

IN SIG HTS 

The COVID Pandemic Has Become a 
Catalyst for Digital Transformation

Detailed Findings

L

FIGURE 16 

Thinking of COVID-19 specifically, how 

has this pandemic changed the importance 

of software and digital tools for your 

organization, if at all.

COVID-19 Impact on Importance of Digital Technology 

Suppressed Interest

Suppressed Interest

4%

9%

77%

53%

20%

39%

No Impact

No Impact

Increased Interest

Increased Interest

CanadaHelps Respondents

CRA Respondents

Digital Skills Survey Results 2021

https://www.canadahelps.org/en/the-giving-report/
https://www.canadahelps.org/en/the-giving-report/


2929

Where Do We Go From Here? 

Digital transformation in for-profit and nonprofit 

sectors isn’t new. As individuals, we’ve been 

growing our digital consumption and expectations 

exponentially. As charities and as a sector, we’ve  

been talking about this for a long time. 

What is new is the acceleration of this shift, in 

large part due to COVID-19. While total projected 

giving decreased 10% in 2020, returning to 2016 

levels, online giving in 2020 grew 86% since 2019. 

Behaviours have changed. As this report makes very 

clear, our sector as a whole and smaller charities in 

particular need to transform digitally, and at a much 

faster rate.

Charities contribute enormous economic and social 

value to Canada. Closing the tremendous gap in skills, 

funding, and staffing to enable charities to transform 

digitally needs to be a priority for us all. Digital 

transformation is a necessity for charities to survive, 

but it is also an opportunity for the sector to thrive 

and grow its impact. Much thinking, experimentation, 

and innovation will be required. But one thing is clear: 

COVID is the charitable sector’s digital wake up call 

and we all need to answer it. 

Digital Skills Survey Results 2021
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A Digital Mindset is Required At All Levels, 

From Boards, to Staff, to All Volunteers: Digital 

transformation is a fundamental shift in how an 

organization delivers value to its stakeholders. It 

requires a digital-first, data-driven, “what else 

is possible” mindset. It touches every part of the 

organization, and while it demands new skills and 

champions, it cannot be delegated. It requires 

leadership buy-in. It also requires leadership’s 

commitment to lead the change through a journey  

with no clear end but based on a shared understanding 

that digital transformation is critical to achieving the 

organization’s mission, vision, and goals. 

Digital Skills Survey Results 2021

Every Journey Starts with a Step: Absolutely, you 

need a digital strategy, but don’t let holistic planning 

slow down adoption of fundamental digital tools. 

Identify manageable steps, taking advantage of these 

key digital tools for charities:  

• CanadaHelps: Digital tools to help you fundraise 

and cultivate relationships (an all-in-one online 

fundraising platform with customizable donation 

forms, peer-to-peer fundraising, ticketed events, 

and a donor management system, as well as 

extensive educational resources) 

• Google for Nonprofits: Free or affordable tools 

to work smarter and reach more donors (includes 

Google Workplace - formerly G Suite, Google Ad 

Words, Google Earth and Maps, and Youtube for 

Nonprofits program) 

• TechSoup: Connects charities to donated and 

discounted technology, and offers valuable  

learning resources 

Change Your Mindset: Your charity and the collective 

charitable sector is responsible for some of the most 

critical work there is: from improving the lives of 

vulnerable communities to protecting the environment, 

we’re working to create positive systemic change.

Simply put, our sector’s work is far too important 

to approach from a scarcity mindset. It’s time to 

understand the advantages digital can provide so 

funders, your donors, your board, and your staff invest 

in your capacity to drive impact.

For Charities
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Urgent Government Action is Required:  

Without support, many charities will not bridge 

the skill, funding, and staffing gaps to keep pace in 

today’s digital world. Currently, there is no agency in 

the federal government to advocate for, strengthen, 

or grow the impact of charities. In contrast, the 

federal government has a minister responsible for 

small business, and the Business Development Bank 

of Canada, a crown corporation, supports Canadian 

businesses through financing, advisory services, 

and capital. Charities desperately need these same 

supports. Concerted government action is needed. 

Funders Need to Fund Capacity: The way in which 

many individual donors and funders evaluate 

charities is still largely through oversimplified 

financials and overhead calculations. This 

discourages charities from investing in their 

infrastructure, staffing, and adapting to a digital 

economy. It holds charities back from achieving 

greater societal impact — impact that can only 

come from having the space to experiment, learn, 

Digital Skills Survey Results 2021

and plan, and that allows for continuous improvement. 

Investors have long required for-profits to have a 

data-driven approach. Today, younger generations 

expect charities to use the same data-driven approach 

and digitally-savvy talk they’re accustomed to from 

brands. Funders need to acknowledge the importance 

of investing in capacity and make funds available for 

digital transformation to ensure the long term survival 

of the sector.

There is a Role for Corporations: As the 2019  

Imagine Canada “Profit, Purpose and Talent” study 

reveals, employee giving programs are good business. 

They increase employee retention and satisfaction, 

with the highest returns for employees participating 

in both donation and volunteering opportunities. 

Providing  employees the opportunity to do pro  

bono work with a charity is an exceptional way to 

retain employees while giving back. Using the work  

of highly-skilled volunteers can be one way that  

charities can complement their in-house skills  

and advance digital transformation.

Whether you represent a charitable organization, 

for-profit corporation, government body, or you are 

an individual who cares about the strength of the 

charitable sector, there is a role for you to play in 

raising awareness through conversation and in how 

you direct your support.

For Government, Funders and Corporations
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