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echnology continues to
transform the corporate

sector. Nonprofits continue
to tag behind. Why the great
gap in computer sophis-
tication between nonprofits

and for-profits? 
The answer goes beyond cost.

Rather, the explanation can be found
in the large rift nonprofit profession-
als feel between working with people
and working with technology. They
chose nonprofit work because they
wanted to help people, not sit in front
of a computer screen!

Even the most techno-literate
nonprofit workers tend to focus their
computer use on office tasks. They
typically use technology for fundrais-
ing, grantwriting, word-processing,
and similar administrative functions.
Rarely do they think of computers as
tools for interacting with clients. We
need to question our assumptions in
this regard. We must envision cre-

ative next-step uses of technology in
support of our missions. Failing to do
so will doom us to second-class citi-
zenship in the 21st century.  

Here are both near-future and
not-so-near-future things to keep in
mind:

The Short-Term Present:
Portability and Access

First, get computers off your
employees’ desks and into their
hands. Using portable laptop and
palmtop computers, they can take
their work with them into the com-
munity. Electronic appointment cal-
endars and management programs
will help them keep track of that
cherished client. Databases for pro-
gram outcome measurement and
community resource referral infor-
mation can all be portable and net-
worked. Your nomadic employees
can pack all the tools needed to deliv-
er successful services out in the field,
and they can communicate with
other employees via pager, e-mail,
and cell phone from the field. 

Many nonprofits’ immediate
reaction is that portable computers
are too expensive. But don’t dismiss
the idea too quickly. It costs just as
much, if not more, to give your
employees office desk space and
computers on top of those desks. If

you want more human interface with
members, clients, or constituents,
then off-site services delivered by off-
site employees are the way to go.

Another common nonprofit argu-
ment is that it’s inappropriate to use
sophisticated technology to serve
low-income information have-nots.
Yes, computer access is currently low
for low-income citizens. But as with
most else, that situation is changing
more rapidly than we might imagine.
Can you envision homeless people
and day laborers using palm-sized
computers so they can be paged
when work becomes available (and
instantly get all the job-description
information they need)? Science fic-
tion? Only for the short time being.

Becoming computer literate is
key to escaping poverty. As with any
technology adoption since the begin-
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computers as tools
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ning of time, there must be a per-
ceived value in using it. If your
clients see the benefits of accessing
services via computers, they will
learn to do so by whatever means.
They will also demand more comput-
er access opportunities for all citi-
zens of the community.

The Near-Term Future:
Expert Systems

Nonprofits aren’t always efficient
at accessing expertise to support
their missions. We spend huge
amounts of money and time reinvent-
ing the wheel. Moreover, the wheel
we end up with is often a poor imita-
tion of the original.

As an example, take the current
mentoring craze—a fairly loose con-
cept applied to just about any one-on-
one interaction in the human servic-

es. Countless nonprofits have jumped
on the bandwagon and launched
mentoring programs—many without
much idea of how to manage such a
program. Far too many nonprofits
have recruited volunteer mentors
without thinking through such things
as supervision, liability, boundary
issues, and screening. Others have
spent countless hours cobbling
together programs from pieces of

what other nonprofits are doing,
whether appropriate to their environ-
ment or not. 

Expert systems to the rescue.
Think in terms of “Project Manage-
ment in a Can,” “Special Events in a
Can,”  “Fundraising in a Can,” and,
you guessed it, “Mentoring in a Can.”
Expert systems will help nonprofits
adapt programs, quickly and easily,
from a wealth of information con-
tained in a software package or on a
Web site.  

Imagine sitting down at your
computer to create that mentoring
program you want. The expert-sys-
tem software will take you through
a series of questions about your
organization, clients, budget, and
staff. It will help you create your
business plan for the program. It will
suggest approaches for recruiting,
interviewing, and screening volun-

We must envision
creative next-step
uses of technology
in support of our

missions.



teers. Then it will proffer a curricu-
lum of mentor orientation and train-
ing based on the current “best prac-
tices” in the country. 

Throughout the process, the
expert system will ask key questions
about your goals and objectives. It
will provide templates for support
materials and even generate grant
applications for you to customize to
your organization with just a few key-
strokes or voice commands.
Benchmark processes and outcome
measurement data constructions will
be embedded in your final product. 

More science fiction? No, some
rudimentary forms of expert systems
are already operating in business and
industry. It won’t be long before non-
profits can take advantage of this
emerging technology to work smarter
and faster.

Longer-Term Futures:
Artificial Intelligence

The next evolutionary step for
nonprofits will be artificial intelli-
gence. “AI,” as it’s known for short,
will be the ultimate enabling technol-
ogy for nonprofit leadership and
staff. The machine will be able to rea-

son and make decisions. In a blind
test, you won’t be able to tell if you’re
communicating with a person or
computer.

How high a degree of AI we can
reach is a matter of debate. Yet, the
fact that some level of AI will be
reached soon is occasion for non-
profits to start envisioning how they
might use it. Mirroring the evolution
of other organizational computeriza-
tion, the first uses will probably be in
administration. Certain office tasks
will be naturals for AI. Imagine hav-
ing your accountant and human
resources functions available at any
time of day or night through AI tech-
nology. Imagine your AI “secretary”
getting your board meeting materials
recorded, amended, and published
with no intervention whatsoever on
your part.

AI has the potential to be even
more exciting for your direct-service
staff.  Picture social workers wearing
hearing-aid-like AI devices in the
field. As they visit with their clients,
the AI prompts them with whispered
questions and answers. These inter-
actions are based on the computer’s
memory of the client’s treatment

plan, case notes, and state-of-the-art
professional methodology. The result
is service that’s truly personalized—
far better than relying on human
memory or thumbing through pages
of case notes while working with
clients. 

The Choices
Computers will be able to do

more and more things for nonprof-
its—but only if we take a proactive
attitude in envisioning that role. We
must do more than imitate the corpo-
rate sector’s use of technology. We
must actively create ways in which
technology can benefit the people we
serve.

Nonprofits have three technolo-
gy choices—to lead, follow, or get
out of the way. Only the first choice
is viable. ■
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Be Ready for the Future:
Action Steps to Take Now

■ Rather than copy businesses, think of ways to use
technology specifically for nonprofits.

■ Stop viewing computers as office tools and see
them, instead, as devices to help employees 
interact with clients.

■ Invest in portable computers and cell phones so that
workers can deliver services off-site.

■ Begin envisioning how you might use expert 
systems and artificial intelligence.

■ Constantly be thinking up ways that technology
could help the people you serve.


