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Most nonprofit Salesforce 
implementations require 
some amount of data to 
be migrated from a legacy 
system into Salesforce.  

The data migration 
process is one of the most 
overlooked and undervalued 
components of a successful 
Salesforce implementation.

This guide includes six 
recommendations based on 
KELL Partners’ experience 
performing over 1,500 Salesforce 
data migrations. Regardless of 
how you decide to pursue your 
data migration, these tips should 
help you avoid common mistakes 
and make your overall Salesforce  
transition as successful 
as possible.
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DATA MIGRATION OVERVIEW
Data migration involves much 
more than simply downloading 
a file from your legacy system 
and uploading it to Salesforce. 
Salesforce utilizes a different 
data structure than your legacy 
systems, and that’s a good thing. 
That unique data structure is the 
foundation of all the features 
that convinced you to select 
Salesforce in the first place.  

In order to successfully migrate 
your legacy data to Salesforce 
you’ll need to create a map 
that connects all the fields in 
your legacy system to one or 
more corresponding fields in 
Salesforce. Then you’ll need to 

clean and dedupe your legacy 
data. Finally, you’ll need to 
physically load that data into 
Salesforce and validate that it 
loaded correctly and “plays nice” 
with any Salesforce workflows 
or processes you’ve set up.

This process can take anywhere 
from a few weeks to a few 
months depending on the size and 
complexity of your organization 
and your systems. We strongly 
encourage you to engage an 
experienced partner to help with 
this process. A successful data 
migration can form a strong 
foundation for your journey 
toward Salesforce success.  



1
SPEND HALF OF YOUR TIME 
ON THE DATA MAP
Let’s start by setting 
expectations of where  
you should focus your  
time and energy during  
the data migration. At 
least half of your time and 
your integration partner’s 
time should be focused  
on creating and validating 
the data map.
One way to look at the data  
map is that it represents the 
exact details of how your 
organization will get from 
where you are today to where 
you want to be with Salesforce. 

Your role in creating the data 
map is twofold. First you need 
to articulate how your legacy 
system is used today. How 
do you capture data? What 
shortcuts and workarounds  
have you created over time?  
Your second, and more difficult 
role, is to define how you want  
to use the information you 
capture in Salesforce to further 
your organization’s mission.  
Note that this isn’t technical 
work. It focuses on your 
mission, your people and  
your processes.

PRO-TIP
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Your integration partner’s role 
in creating the data map is 
more technical. They will work 
through specific data fields, 
data types and background 
processes in your legacy system 
and translate those into your 
new Salesforce instance.

The data map must include 
every data field in your legacy 
system. However, your data 
map may not include every 
field in Salesforce. After all, 
Salesforce offers you some new 
capabilities, and as you take 

advantage of those you’ll be 
creating data that never existed 
in your legacy systems.

Once you’ve created a data 
map, you’ll need to test it to 
validate that it is accurate 
and complete. This testing will 
involve loading your data into a 
test instance of Salesforce and 
looking for errors or problems. 
Rinse and repeat until 
everything looks good.  

Now you’re done with the data 
map. The rest of the migration 
is straightforward.
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of the total project time and effort is 
focused on creating and validating 
the data map.50%

IN A TYPICAL DATA MIGRATION PROJECT
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EXCEL IS A FALSE FRIEND
Spreadsheet programs like 
MS Excel offer an easy way 
to view, analyze, edit and 
organize data in a simple 
row / column format.

However, the things that make 
spreadsheets easy to use also 
represent limitations when 
migrating data into Salesforce. 
Let’s consider a few examples.

DATA CLEANSING 
Excel makes it easy to visually 
inspect data for obvious errors 
(blanks, bad data, misspellings), 
but there’s a limit to how much 
you can do manually. How many 

records can you review before 
your eyes get blurry? 100?  1,000? 
The technical limit of rows in Excel 
is over 1,000,000! Even a small 
data migration project can involve 
tens of thousands of records. 
While technically possible, using 
Excel alone to inspect and clean 
data invites problems.

DATA RELATIONSHIPS 
Many legacy systems have a 
“flat” data structure. A single 
contact record may have 
dozens of associated attributes 
– address, city, state, spouse, 
company, donor flags, event 
participation flags, etc. All 

PRO-TIP



© KELL Partners 7

6 PRO TIPS FOR MIGRATING DATA TO SALESFORCE

these attributes can be easily 
represented in a spreadsheet.  
Each row will be one contact and 
each column will be an attribute of 
that contact.  

Salesforce uses a relational 
database that is much more 
difficult to represent in a simple 
row and column format. A single 
contact will have an entry in 
multiple database tables, and each 
entry will be related to entries in 
other tables. You’ll have separate 
tables for organizations, contacts, 
donations, events, etc. It’s much 
more difficult to represent this kind 
of data in a spreadsheet. You could 
use multiple spreadsheets and 
advanced functions like LOOKUP 
tables, but the complexity of that 

approach can quickly overwhelm 
even the most skilled Excel master.

Excel is great for reviewing 
specific pieces of data or small 
data sets. For actually managing, 
transforming and validating 
data during a data migration, we 
recommend using a SQL-based 
relational database.

It’s difficult to represent 
Salesforce data structures in a 

simple row/column format.

Contacts EventsDonations
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USE DATA STANDARDS 
TO DEDUPE BUT NOT FIX 
ADDRESSES
A data migration 
project presents a great 
opportunity to establish 
new data standards or 
review existing standards 
that your nonprofit uses.  

The purpose of having data 
standards is to ensure that your 
systems effectively support 
your organization’s mission. It’s 
important to keep this purpose in 
mind because you may use data 
standards differently for different 
types of data.

For example, you should 
establish and enforce naming 
conventions for things like donor 
types, campaigns and events. 
Data standards like this ensure 
that your data is consistent 
over time so your Salesforce 
reporting is more accurate.  
This allows you to effectively 
manage and improve your 
fundraising efforts over time.

Alternatively, the data standards 
you create for addresses should 
only be used for finding and 
eliminating duplicate records. 
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You may have a standard to 
avoid common abbreviations 
like “St”, “Ave”, “E”, “W” or “Cir”.  

As an example, you want to 
recognize the following two 
donors as the same person:

Joe Smith,  
1234 E 5TH St 

Joe M. Smith,  
1234 East Fifth Street

However, you should be careful 
of going too far to enforce 
standards like this. You don’t 
want to change every “E” to 
“East” and “St.” to “Street”.  
Common abbreviations may 
actually be full and accurate 
addresses like “324 N Street”.   

Or, a common abbreviation may 
be used in a different context 
like “1905 St. Mary Avenue”. 

If you use your data standards 
to “fix” every address, you run 
the risk of actually making your 
data less useful to support 
your organization’s mission.

 

Enforce data standards 
to make your data more 
useful, not just to “fix” it.
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USE FULL LOADS, NOT 
PARTIAL LOADS FOR TESTING
The most common error 
that nonprofits make 
in migrating data to 
Salesforce is to test their 
data loading process 
with a partial set of data 
instead of all their data.  

When you migrate data to a 
relational database like Salesforce, 
using a subset of data for testing 
can create a lot of unnecessary 
work for you and your team.

Within Salesforce, one record 
can be connected to many 

others, which may be connected 
to many other records, which 
may be connected to many 
others, and so on. It’s virtually 
impossible to choose a subset 
of records that can accurately 
test whether you’ve correctly 
mapped all those relationships. 

For example, let’s say you only 
want to include John and Mary 
Smith in a test load. You migrate 
John and Mary Smith and their 
demographic data, all of their 
donations, their relationships, 
their event attendance, etc. 
That sounds straightforward. 
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However, let’s say that John 
Smith has a relationship with 
Jimmy Johnson. He attended 
an event as a guest of Jimmy 
Johnson. In addition, Mary 
Smith was soft credited on a 
donation made by Acme, Inc. 
If Jimmy Johnson and Acme, 
Inc. were not in your test data, 
then you would see errors in 
your new constituent data. But 
those errors are only caused 
because you loaded a subset 
of your data, not all of it.

Also, loading a full data set 
doesn’t require much more 
time or effort than loading a 
partial data set, especially if 
you’ve set up a repeatable 

process supported by a SQL 
database (SEE PRO-TIP #5).

When it’s time to test your 
data load process, fight the 
temptation to test with a partial 
set of data. Using a full data 
load will save you time and get 
you better results every time.

Testing with a full  
set of data delivers 

better results with no 
additional cost. 



5
PLAN TO REPEAT  
YOUR DATA LOADS
Don’t treat your data  
load process as a  
one-shot deal. 

A professional data migration 
requires that you go through the 
data load process no less than 
three times. To be successful and 
avoid creating additional work 
for yourself, you want to follow 
an identical process each time 
you load data.

THE TEST LOAD 
Your first data load will be a test 
to confirm that you’ve mapped 
your data correctly and that your 

instance of Salesforce is set up 
correctly. The testing process 
requires that you load your data, 
identify and fix any errors and 
then run the test again. The 
testing process alone can require 
several data load iterations.  

THE PRODUCTION LOAD 
Once you’re ready to move data 
to your live, production version 
of Salesforce, you’ll perform the 
production data load. This needs 
to be the exact same process 
you used in testing, but now the 
destination is your live system. 
If you’re using a manual process 

PRO-TIP
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that isn’t well documented, you 
could be introducing errors into your 
production system. 

THE DIFFERENTIAL LOAD 
In large, complex data migrations 
there is often a lag time between 
when your data is ready to migrate 
and when your organization is ready 
to officially cut over to Salesforce.  
The best practice in this case is to  
use what is called a “data 
differential”, and it’s only possible 
when you use a structured, 
repeatable upload process.  

First, you perform and validate the 
production data load. Then wait until 
you’re ready to officially cut over to 
Salesforce. At that point, you extract 
all your legacy data and compare it to 
the data you extracted for your initial 

production data load. Any new or 
modified data is collected in a “data 
differential’. Then you simply perform 
your standardized transformation of 
the data according to your data map 
and load that differential into the new 
system, which is now ready to go live.

If you create a repeatable process 
from the beginning, you’ll save 
yourself lots of time and headache 
throughout your data migration.
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minimum number of times 
you’ll need to repeat your 

load process.

3x
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DON’T ALWAYS FOLLOW THE 
STANDARD PLAYBOOK
With a customer base  
as broad and diverse 
as that of Salesforce, it 
can be difficult to offer 
standard advice that is 
appropriate for every  
data migration project.

With 1,500+ Salesforce data 
migrations under our belt, we’ve 
learned when success requires 
you to follow the playbook and 
when it requires you to draw 
up your own play.  The best 
example of when you should 
consider alternatives to the 

standard playbook is when you 
perform your data loads.

Salesforce currently recommends 
using the BULK API for loading 
data, especially if your migration 
is too complex for a 3rd party 
data loader.  

The primary advantage of the 
BULK API over the older REST 
API is speed. The BULK API uses 
a parallel processing approach 
to reduce load times significantly. 
Instead of processing one record 
at a time the BULK API breaks 
the data set into smaller chunks 
and processes those smaller 

PRO-TIP
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chunks simultaneously. 

The only drawback to this 
approach is that if something goes 
wrong during the load process –  
a momentary outage, an omission 
of some sort, a corrupted piece 
of data – it is difficult, if not 
impossible to figure out what 
data was and wasn’t loaded. You 
pretty much need to wipe the new 
system clean and redo the whole 
upload process.  

For the past several years, we 
have generally recommended the 
REST API instead of the BULK API. 
The REST API is an older standard 
for loading data into Salesforce 
that uses a sequential rather than 
parallel processing approach. 
This makes it slower, but also 

more predictable. In the event that 
something goes wrong during the 
load process, it’s relatively easy 
to determine what data did and 
didn’t make it into Salesforce.

While the REST API may be 
slower on the clock, it requires less 
of our client’s time and our time 
especially when unexpected errors 
occur. Our clients are happy to 
trade off a little speed for a lot of 
predictability and control.  

The standard 
playbook 

may not be  
best for YOUR  
data migration.



About KELL Partners 

KELL Partners is a consulting firm specializing in 
Salesforce solutions for nonprofits.

KELL Partners has helped over 1,000 nonprofits 
implement and train on the Salesforce platform. 
With services ranging from KELL360™ to 
implementations with complex custom needs, 
application development and data migrations. 
KELL Partners provides the expertise to set up 
and configure Salesforce, along with the hands-on 
training, guidance, ongoing support and consulting 
nonprofits need to ensure success.

We want to hear from you!
If you want the lowdown on services, solutions, 
support and all the red-tape-defying feats we 
can do for orgs like yours, get in touch.

512.850.KELL (5355)

INFO@KELLPARTNERS.COM
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For information about  
KELL Partners Data 
Migration services
Visit our website at: 
www.kellpartners.com/services/
salesforce-data-services
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