
10 Payment Processing Questions to Ask Your Fundraising Platform 

1. Who owns the payment processing account? 

What it means: Is the merchant account and payment gateway in your nonprofit’s legal name, or the 

platform’s? Do you have full dashboard access, or do you only reach payments through the platform’s 

screens? 

Why it matters: When the platform is the “merchant of record,” donations land in its account first and 

reach you on its schedule. That’s the single biggest risk factor in this whole list, because if that company 

has financial trouble, your donations are caught inside it. 

A good answer sounds like: “The account is in your organization’s name. You have direct login access. 

We connect to it. We don’t own it.” 

2. Can we move our recurring donors if we leave? 

What it means: If you switch platforms, can your monthly donors come with you automatically, or do 

you have to ask hundreds of people to re-enter their cards? 

Why it matters: This is where donor retention lives or dies. Your recurring givers are among the most 

valuable relationships you have, and a botched migration can quietly erase years of monthly giving work. 

An investigation by the Whole Whale podcast found that for roughly 25% of platforms, nonprofits can’t 

seamlessly migrate their recurring donors at all. 

A good answer sounds like: “Your recurring gifts keep processing after you leave, because the payment 

method lives in a gateway you control (not trapped inside our software).” 

3. Where are the recurring donation tokens stored? 

What it means: A “token” is the secure stand-in for a donor’s card that lets you keep charging it without 

handling raw card numbers. Tokenization is what makes safe and secure recurring giving possible. The 

question is whether those tokens sit in the payment gateway (the register) or only inside the fundraising 

platform (the store). 

Why it matters: If the tokens live in a gateway you own, your monthly gifts can keep running. If they’re 

locked in the platform, you’re at the mercy of a vendor who may have no incentive to help you leave. 

A good answer sounds like: “Recurring tokens are stored in the gateway (for example, through 

Authorize.net’s Automated Recurring Billing or Stripe Billing), and the gateway can keep charging them 

without us.” 

4. Whose name appears on the donor’s bank account or credit card statement? 

What it means: When a donor gives, what shows up on their statement: your nonprofit’s name, or the 

platform’s? This is the “statement descriptor.” 



Why it matters: An unfamiliar descriptor confuses donors and drives chargebacks and support tickets. 

It’s a small detail with an outsized effect on donor trust, and you’d be surprised how often the platform’s 

brand (not yours) is what donors see. 

A good answer sounds like: “Your organization’s name appears on the statement, and yes, it can be 

customized.” 

5. Can we choose our own payment processor? 

What it means: Can you use Stripe, Authorize.net, or another provider? And can you bring an existing 

merchant account or shop around for better rates? Or are you locked to whatever the platform bundles? 

Why it matters: Choice is leverage. Authorize.net alone is sold and supported through hundreds of 

independent sales organizations, merchant service providers, and major banks acting as resellers, so a 

nonprofit that owns its gateway can pick from many merchant account providers rather than accepting 

one bundled rate. A lot of platforms only support one processor, which quietly removes that leverage. 

A good answer sounds like: “Bring your own processor and rates, or use ours. It’s your call.” 

6. Who controls payout timing? 

What it means: Who decides when funds hit your bank account, how often payouts run, and how refund 

requests are handled? Can you see payout details directly? 

Why it matters: This is cash-flow control. Money sitting in a platform’s account for a week is money you 

can’t use, and on the rare occasion when a donor needs a refund, you want a clear, direct process (not a 

support ticket into a black box). Deposits landing in your account within 2-3 business days is a reasonable 

expectation. 

A good answer sounds like: “You can see and influence payout timing, and refunds are straightforward 

from your own dashboard.” 

7. What happens if the platform goes out of business? 

What it means: If your vendor fails, what’s the migration process? How do you recover your donor and 

payment data, and will recurring donations keep running in the meantime? 

Why it matters: This used to feel theoretical. It isn’t anymore. If you own the account and the tokens live 

in your gateway, a vendor’s failure is an inconvenience. If you don’t, it can become your crisis. 

A good answer sounds like: “Because you own the account and gateway, your donations keep flowing to 

your bank even if we disappear tomorrow.” 

8. Can we get support from a real human? 

What it means: When a payment issue hits, can you reach a person by phone, email, or chat… ideally 

someone who knows your account? 



Why it matters: Payments are too important for self-service only. The day a monthly charge fails across 

your donor base is not the day you want to be trading emails with a bot. 

A good answer sounds like: “Here’s the direct line and the name of the person who helps you.” 

9. Can we disconnect the platform ourselves? 

What it means: Can you revoke a platform’s access to your payment account on your own, or do you 

need its permission (and cooperation) to leave? 

Why it matters: If leaving requires the platform to act, leaving is never fully in your control. Real 

ownership means you hold the off switch. 

A good answer sounds like: “You can disconnect us yourself, from your own account, without asking.” 

10. Are there hidden fees inside processing? 

What it means: When you’re quoted a rate, how much is the actual processing cost and how much is the 

platform’s margin baked in on top? Can you see a full breakdown, including how donor tips are handled? 

Why it matters: When a platform hides its own margin inside the processing rate, you can end up paying 

more than you should without ever seeing it. This is incredibly important, because it opens up areas of 

exposure for you and frustration for your donors.  Transparency here tells you a lot about how a 

company treats you everywhere else.  

A good answer sounds like: “Here’s the itemized breakdown: This part is the processor’s cost, this part is 

us.” 

      Pro tip: Ask all 10 out loud on a sales call and listen for hesitation. A provider that supports 

ownership answers plainly. One that dodges, or buries the answer in a contract, has just told you 

something too. 
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