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This case was written solely to provide material for learning. It does not illustrate either
effective or ineffective handling of a managerial situation. Certain names and identifying
details are fictionalized.

Quick Facts

« Nearly 90% of Canadian charities lack a digital strategy (Charity Insights Canada Project,
Carleton University)

« Largest gap in tech capacity exists in the nonprofit sector (Imagine Canada: Voices of the
Sector 2022)

« Only 0.8% of nonprofit staff work in technology roles, compared to 4.8% in other sectors
(Canadian Centre for Nonprofit Digital Resilience, Futureproofing the Community Service
Workforce Report, July 2025)

» 18% of nonprofits are fully digital first, while 20% had not even started their digital
transformation (Sage Report: Grow Together 2023 Report: Building Value for Nonprofits in a
Digital Economy)
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https://carleton.ca/cicp-pcpob/2024/alarm-bells-most-canadian-charities-without-a-digital-strategic-plan/
https://carleton.ca/cicp-pcpob/2024/alarm-bells-most-canadian-charities-without-a-digital-strategic-plan/
https://imaginecanada.ca/sites/default/files/Imagine-Canada-Voices-of-the-Sector.pdf
https://imaginecanada.ca/sites/default/files/Imagine-Canada-Voices-of-the-Sector.pdf
https://ccndr.ca/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/Futureproofing-Summary-Report_EN.pdf
https://ccndr.ca/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/Futureproofing-Summary-Report_EN.pdf
https://ccndr.ca/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/Futureproofing-Summary-Report_EN.pdf
https://www.sage.com/en-ca/news/press-releases/2023/06/nonprofits-continue-to-struggle-with-rising-costs-battle-for-talent-but-express-cautious-optimism/
https://www.sage.com/en-ca/news/press-releases/2023/06/nonprofits-continue-to-struggle-with-rising-costs-battle-for-talent-but-express-cautious-optimism/
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Introduction

The Canadian nonprofit sector faces a critical digital gap. With over 170,000 organizations
contributing $192 billion to the economy (8.3% of GDP) and employing more than 2.5 million
people, the sector remains the most under-digitized in the country. Only 0.8% of nonprofit staff
hold technology roles, compared to nearly 5 times that in other sectors. (Landmark Nation)

Challenges like fragmented systems, data silos, and reactive technology decisions prevent
nonprofits from effectively serving their communities and adapting to changing needs. Emerging
technologies such as Al and machine learning have widened the divide between digitally mature
organizations and those still dependent on manual systems.

This digital lag isn't just technical, it has real consequences for equity, impact, and sustainability. In
an era where funders expect real-time data, and communities require agile response, tech
capacity isn't a luxury. It's a baseline requirement. Yet nearly 80% of Canadian charities still operate
without a formal digital strategy.

“There's a pervasive myth that nonprofits don't need tech capacity. But when digital systems break
down—or never exist in the first place—service suffers, staff burn out, and strategy stalls"
— Adapted insight from sector-wide trends (Digital Resilience Report, 2025)

Realizing these challenges, Innovate Calgary facilitated peer learning and discussions on tech
adoption through its Business Model Enhancement Program (BMEP). The organization also
supported nonprofits' strategic thinking around platform development, digital literacy and
partnerships, and commissioned case studies to draw lessons and experiences from seasoned
professionals.

This case study examines how nonprofits can move from reactive, project-driven technology
decisions to strategic, mission-aligned digital integration that enhances earned revenue,
sustainability, and long-term impact.

It explores the example of one organization that a consultant guided through a transformative
digital journey.
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https://www.globenewswire.com/news-release/2025/06/05/3094538/0/en/Canada-Launches-Landmark-National-Program-to-Equip-Nonprofits-with-AI-for-Social-Impact.html
https://www.digitaljournal.com/business/why-digital-maturity-is-now-a-survival-issue-for-canadas-nonprofits/article
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Executive Summary

Navigating change resistance and systems gaps

In a century-old membership organization, cultural and workflow barriers to technological change
ran deep. Leadership and staff were experienced, but comfortable with status quo systems.
Legacy software created disconnected workflows, resulting in inefficiencies, higher costs, and
limited visibility. Overcoming these barriers required more than new tools. It required a mindset
shift and a culture of innovation.

Prioritizing cultural change before tech implementation

A technology consultant worked with this organization using a holistic approach that prioritizes
focusing on stakeholder engagement and culture change before any tech implementation. They
conducted extensive interviews and discussions to ensure stakeholder buy-in before any system
changes were implemented. The focus was on building a culture of innovation that sees
technology not as a quick fix, but as a mission-aligned driver of sustainability and impact.

Driving cost reduction and smarter decisions through culture shifts

By creating champions in the organization who were invested in technological transformation,
cultural shifts occurred, leading to more strategic decision-making. In addition, comprehensive
audits of organizational systems helped to weed out inefficiencies. All of this led to cost savings
and data visibility. Through a unique approach named “Project Mongolia®, the organization
leapfrogged past outdated integration challenges by using modern tools like Al to centralize data
from multiple legacy systems.

“If you've been around for a couple of decades, there's a
strong likelihood that your technology hasn't grown up
with you. And that's the number one problem: legacy
technology systems that don't communicate.”

— Fractional Executive and Founder of National Ecommerce Organization
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Challenge: Overcoming hurdles
to strategic tech adoption

As a century-old membership organization, this particular nonprofit was led by deeply committed,
mission-driven individuals. Yet, passion alone couldn't power the digital transformation that the
nonprofit needed.

Leaders and staff had been with the organization for many years and were comfortable with the
way things were working. However, legacy systems were creating fragmented operations and
disconnected workflows.

“The common challenge | encounter in nonprofits is this: the software is there, but the systems
don't communicate with one another,” says the consultant. “You've got a nugget of information over
here and a nugget of information over there. Interoperability is missing.”

These fragmented systems left teams without clear visibility; spending valuable time in
guesswork, piecing together incomplete data. Adding to the strain was a common misconception:
that technology should be simple.

“There's an assumption of ease, like, ‘This stuff can't possibly be that hard'" the consultant says.
‘But working with legacy systems and older software can be exceptionally challenging, because
by design, there's a lack of interoperability.”

Ultimately, these operational barriers added up to something bigger: a resistance to change. And
in the nonprofit sector, resistance can be costly.

“In nonprofits, incredible amounts of money can be wasted on poor decision-making that's not
strategic or planned,’ they noted. “Capital is a hugely important resource, and investing it in the
wrong places where it doesn't benefit stakeholders or members is completely unfounded. That's
why good decision-making, with a clear roadmap for technology adoption, is absolutely critical”

For this particular organization, that resistance meant falling significantly behind the curve of
technological advancement. The gap had grown wide enough that outside expertise was required.
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Innovation: A holistic approach
to building culture before digital

To close the technology gap, the consultant began not with systems, but with people.

“The first thing you need is a culture of innovation," they say. “You have to look from 30,000 feet—
who are your stakeholders, what do they need, and how do teams work together?”

Their work started with stakeholder interviews, empathy mapping, and governance workshops
designed to cultivate internal champions for change.

The goal was to build organizational consensus around the need for change and create what the
consultant calls “good stewards” and “champions” of the digital transformation process.

Once aligned, the team could identify redundancies and inefficiencies hidden beneath years of
patchwork fixes. The consultant created a phased technology roadmap, eliminating waste while
laying a clear path for integration and training.

“You have to have a champion within an
organization who wants to see digital
transformation move forward. There needs to be
a catalyst to drive that conversation home with
the rest of the organization and the board.”

— Fractional Executive and Founder of National Ecommerce Organization
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Outcomes: A culture of innovation that supports
efficiency and transformation

The transformation was striking:

« Savings in five-figures from eliminating redundant systems and unused software contracts

« Centralized data visibility enabling better stakeholder engagement and forecasting

» Faster reporting cycles and evidence-based board decisions. Board-ready reports generated 3
times faster, supporting stronger governance and funder alignment

« New digital products and services launched from within the organization

« New earned-revenue opportunities emerging from clearer audience segmentation. Al-driven
insights into member behavior, enabling earned revenue diversification

« Implemented an acceptable use policy to set Al usage standards and deployed an Enterprise-
level custom GPT platform to ensure data integrity and team collaboration when using Al
products.

The impact of this project was substantial. Not only was the organization able to implement
smarter and more connected systems, but eliminating redundant systems and contracts helped
reduce costs by the high five figures.

For the first time, teams had access to centralized data and clear visibility into that data. This gave
them a sharper understanding of their members and most engaged stakeholder segments,
reducing time lost in guesswork and manual processes.

With enhanced member understanding and ideal client profiles, outreach became more targeted
and efficient. Instead of chasing grants to cover outdated platforms, teams could now reinvest in
services that generate revenue and increase value to members.

‘Understanding who your constituent is allows you to communicate with them at a much more
granular level," says the consultant.

Leadership could now draw on business intelligence that had previously been trapped in isolated
systems to guide strategic decisions.
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Project Mongolia: A Leapfrog approach

“If your organization is behind, you can skip ahead," the consultant points out. “Just as Mongolia
skipped landlines for cellular, nonprofits can bypass legacy systems by using Al to consolidate and
analyze data’

This approach, avoiding expensive integrations and instead creating smart, interoperable data
ecosystems, represents a new model for nonprofit digital resilience.

“If your organization today is a little bit behind that curve of stuff it should have implemented 10
years ago, we can leapfrog that in a lot of ways because we have all of this great emerging
technology,” they explain.

Instead of spending time and money on complex system-to-system integrations, the organization
used Al to extract all of the business insights it needed from previously siloed data.

“We no longer have to figure out how to make Zoho talk to Constant Contact and to Raiser's Edge,
for instance," they say. “Now we can dump it all into a centralized repository and use Al to give us
all of the business intelligence”

But the true transformation was what the consultant had emphasized from the start: organizational
culture. What had once been a culture of resistance and patchwork solutions began to evolve into
a culture of innovation. It was a new environment where technology was stewarded as a strategic
asset that drives long term sustainability and impact.

What This Means for Other Nonprofits

« Dont wait for a tech hire. Build digital curiosity into every role, not just IT.

» You don't need a huge tech stack with expensive subscriptions or custom solutions. Start by
mapping your systems and stakeholders.

« Map what you already have. Use free tools. Start by documenting who your stakeholders are
and what tools you're using.

» Create digital “‘champions” at all levels to model curiosity and experimentation.

» Use low-cost tools to test assumptions and pilot changes. Digital tools like Airtable, Zapier, or
Notion can deliver early wins and build confidence.

« Digital transformation is a leadership journey, not just an IT project.
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Key Lessons & Takeaways

1. Build culture first. Digital transformation starts with mindset, not hardware.
Building buy-in and champions across the organization creates the foundation for smart decision-
making around technology.

2. Embrace experimentation

With modern business tools lowering the cost of testing, trying new approaches isn't as expensive
as it was before. You can leapfrog older systems using modern tools like Al, if you focus on
interoperability, not integration.

3. Plan a phased roadmap
You can't replace everything overnight. Provide enough time and have a strategic timeline for tech
adoption. Without digital readiness, nonprofits will struggle to attract core and flexible funding.

4. Invest in ongoing training

Continuous support and training help staff maintain proficiency and comfort with new
technologies, ensuring effective utilization. Successful transformation creates conditions for
earned revenue to grow, and missions to scale.

Discussion Questions

1) What are the risks of tech adoption driven by urgency compared to that
driven by strategy?

2) How can nonprofits start viewing technology as a long term organizational
strategy instead of a short term solution funded through temporary grants?

3) In what ways can organizations experiment with low cost tools to shift their
cultures and reduce the risks traditionally associated with technology
adoption?
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