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ABSTRACT

Nonprofit Al adoption has crossed a threshold - roughly nine in ten organizations are now using it,
but very few can point to a significant change in real outcomes. This is not a tooling problem, and it
will not be solved by better tools. It is a sequencing problem (i.e., organizations building visible Al
workflows on top of governance and data foundations that were never poured). This whitepaper
introduces a Three-Layer Al Framework: Governance & Security; Integration & Data; and Workflow
Orchestration, a model that puts foundation first and visible output last. Drawing on 2026 research
from Virtuous, IBM and NationSwell, as well as Project Evident, we use this whitepaper to lay out a
24-month path for closing the gap between access and impact.
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The Adoption Paradox Nobody Wants to Name

Ninety-two percent of nonprofits are using Al right now. Seven percent are seeing it change how they
operate. Those aren't opposite ends of the same number (one measures who's turned it on, the other
measures who's using it well enough to see real results, and the second group lives inside the first). Sit
with that gap for a second, because it's the whole story of this paper.

For years, the sector's Al conversation centered on access. In other words, subsidize the tools, teach the
basics, and adoption will follow. Access is no longer the problem. A 2026 benchmark study of 346
nonprofits found that Al has gone from a niche experiment to baseline behavior in under three years.
What hasn't followed is impact. Sixty-five percent of that usage is reactive — a staffer's personal Al
login, an unscripted prompt, no shared method, nothing that survives the person who built it leaving the
organization.

Source: Virtuous, The 2026 Nonprofit Al Adoption Report (2026).

That is not a training gap. Training assumes people don't know how to operate the tool. Most of them
do. What's missing sits underneath the tool. Here, we are referring to the governance, the clean data,
the shared standard for how Al is allowed to touch a case file or a donor record. Nonprofits didn't skip
that step because they were careless. Nobody told them that the step existed in the first place.

Nonprofits also carry a constraint most enterprises don't have to think about—the people affected by
bad Al output are frequently the same people the mission exists to serve. A biased screening tool inside
a Fortune 500 company is a PR problem. A biased screening tool at an intake desk is somebody's shelter
placement, somebody's benefits eligibility, somebody's case file flagged wrong. That asymmetry is the
reason this paper treats governance as chapter one, not as a compliance appendix.

Why Governance Comes First

Five barriers to successful Al adoption show up repeatedly in the research and in the field. None of them
are exotic. All of them are easy to ignore right up until they aren't.

Data Fragmentation. The average mid-size nonprofit runs on seven or more systems that don't talk to
each other (e.g., a donor CRM, a case management platform, a grants tracker, and at least one
spreadsheet nobody admits to still using). Feed an Al model data drawn from that patchwork and it will
produce confident, fluent, wrong answers.

Governance Gaps. Nearly half of nonprofits have no Al policy at all — 47% by one national count, 76%

by another. The exact figure matters less than the direction: most organizations using Al today have no
shared answer to the question “what happens when Al gets something wrong?” They tend to find out

the hard way, in public, at the worst possible moment.

Sources: Virtuous, The 2026 Nonprofit Al Adoption Report (47%); IBM/NationSwell, Responsible Use of Al for Social Impact
(76%).
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Staff Capacity & Al Literacy. Most Al use by nonprofits today is reactive and individual like personal
subscriptions, ad hoc experimentation, and/or no shared goal to measure against. Organizations that
build literacy before rollout see meaningfully higher adoption than the ones that hand staff a login and
call it a strategy.

Vendor Dependency & Lock-In. Plenty of nonprofit-focused vendors have quietly bolted Al features
onto existing products with little transparency about the underlying model, its training data, or how a
given output was generated. When nonprofit organizations adopt Al without an evaluation framework,
they risk locking themselves into a system that encodes bias that it can't see and can't audit.

Leadership Alignment. Al adoption dies the way most change initiatives do (i.e., handed to IT, treated as
a systems rollout, and/or discussed as a strategic question in a very limited way at the board level).
Boards that engage with Al in a cursory manner tend to discover the error of their ways only after a
larger-scale strategic failure, not beforehand.

The barrier isn't willingness. It's the absence of a shared, multi-level governance
method for using Al.

Three Frameworks, One Conclusion

This isn't only our read on the problem. Two other frameworks published in 2026 arrived at the same
structural conclusion by entirely separate routes.

IBM and NationSwell built their Responsible Use of Al for Social Impact playbook around three pillars —
foundational Al literacy, human-centered design, and responsible governance — deliberately in that
order. Additionally, Project Evident built its Equitable Al Adoption Framework with 34 nonprofit
practitioners, district leaders, and subject-matter experts, and it opens with Data Governance and Risk,
not with tools.

Sources: IBM/NationSwell, Responsible Use of Al for Social Impact (2026); Project Evident, Equitable Al Adoption Framework
(2026).

Three independently built frameworks converging on the same sequence isn't a coincidence worth
shrugging off. It's the actual shape of the problem showing up regardless of who's doing the mapping.
When that much independent agreement exists on what needs to come first, arguing for a different
order isn’t strategy anymore; it’s a clear choice to bet against the evidence.

The Three-Layer Al Framework

The Three-Layer Al Framework presented here treats Al capability the way any durable organizational
capability gets built — foundation first, visible output last. Each layer carries the weight of the next.
When you skip a layer, the one above doesn’t fail in a way you can see immediately; it fails subtly, in
slow, frustrating ways that feel random until the pattern becomes impossible to ignore.
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The Three-Layer Al Framework

Each layer is a prerequisite for the one above it

WORKFLOW ORCHESTRATION

Agent pipelines - Role-based automation - Human approval nodes

Continuous
INTEGRATION & DATA feedback:
audit logs &
perfo_rma nce
Unified data architecture - Interoperability - Shared conte:t metrics

GOVERNANCE & SECURITY

Policy - Access control - Bias review - Incident response

Figure 1. The Three-Layer Al Framework — governance enables integration; integration enables orchestration; outcomes feed
back into governance.

LAYER CAPABILITY ORGANIZATIONAL FUNCTION

Layer 1 Governance & Security Policy, access control, bias review, and incident response
(defined before Al touches a single case file or donor record).

Layer 2 Integration & Data Unified data architecture and clean pipelines so every Al tool in
the organization works from the same accurate picture.

Layer 3 Workflow Orchestration Agent-assisted workflows and role-based automation (always
routed through a human approval checkpoint).

Layer 1 — Governance & Security is the foundation: Al use policy, tiered data access, a bias and equity
review protocol, and an incident response plan that exists before it's needed. Governance is not a brake
on innovation; it's what makes it safe for the layers above it to move fast.

Layer 2 — Integration & Data is the technical foundation that makes responsible Al possible once
governance is in place. Here we are talking about unified data architecture, interoperable systems, and a
shared context layer so every Al tool in the organization is working from the same accurate picture. Our
experience has been that when organizations deploy tools before this layer is solid, they end up with
models trained on inconsistent data, dashboards that quietly mislead, and staff who quickly lose trust in
the outputs.

Layer 3 — Workflow Orchestration is where Al becomes visible. This is where organizations add agent-
assisted workflows and role-based automation across fundraising, program delivery, and
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communications with a human-approval checkpoint built into every path. Every workflow at this layer
routes back through governance; its outputs are logged, reviewed, and used to refine the policies and
data practices underneath it. That feedback loop is what keeps the framework trustworthy as it scales,
instead of accumulating risk quietly in the background.

Where Trust Breaks Down

Al failures inside nonprofits rarely happen randomly; they happen predictably and at specific stages of
deployment because the risk changes shape at each stage. Most organizations treat a bad Al outcome as
a one-off technology glitch; it's more accurately read as a diagnostic signal about which stage skipped its
governance step.

STAGE RISK IF UNGOVERNED GOVERNANCE RESPONSE

Design Bias gets built in before a single test case runs, A bias and equity review protocol scoped
because no one defined what “fair” meant for before development starts — not audited in
this use case. afterward.

Pilot Success gets measured by staff enthusiasm Mandatory human review on every flagged
instead of whether outcomes improved for the output, with success metrics tied to program
people served. results, not usage counts.

Deploy A tool validated on ten cases gets scaled to ten Staged rollout with defined pause criteria, and
thousand without re-testing for edge cases or an incident response plan finished before go-
data drift. live, not after.

Monitor Governance becomes a document nobody Al use policy reviewed at minimum twice

reopens until something breaks in public.

The Three-Question Trust Check

yearly; audit logs feed directly back into
governance decisions.

Before any Al system goes live for the people an organization serves, leadership can apply one short

test:
e Would the people we serve understand how Al is being used in the decisions that affect them?
e If Al produces a wrong answer, who is accountable, and do they have what they need to catch
the error?
e Does the use of Al strengthen or weaken human relationships at the center of our program

model?

A framework that can't answer these three questions plainly isn't ready to deploy, no matter how
capable the underlying model is.
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A 24-Month Path for Leaders

The diagnostic in Section V identifies where things go wrong. What follows is what leadership should
authorize, fund, and measure to close the gap between Al access and real impact.

Implementation Roadmap
PHASE 1 PHASE 2 PHASE 3 PHASE 4

Months 1-3 Months 4-9 Months 10-18 Months 19-24

Foundation Integration Orchestration Strategic Embed

v Al/data readiness audit v Consolidate priority data v Integrate tools across functions v Embed Al in strategic planning

v Draft governance policy v Pilot 1-2 low-risk use cases v Build KPI dashboards

v Formalize impact measurement

v Form Al steering group v Launch staff Al literacy training v Conduct first equity review v Share learnings with peer orgs

Figure 2. A 24-month phased sequence across all three layers.

Months 1-3: Name the Gap

Commission a readiness audit across data, systems, and current Al use. We are not talking about a
technology inventory necessarily, but a diagnostic aimed at where misalighment between intent and
output is already causing friction. Draft or update written Al use and governance policies before adding
a single new tool. We also suggest forming a cross-functional Al steering group with real authority,
reporting to strategy or operations rather than IT. When you are ready for the first pilot, identify one
lighthouse use case.

Months 4-9: Build the Infrastructure

Consolidate priority data into a single, clean repository rather than layering Al on top of the same
fragmented systems named in Section Il. Run one or two low-risk pilots tied directly to the lighthouse
use case with mandatory human review on every output. Launch a staff Al literacy program built around
real organizational workflows, not generic tool training, and put a vendor evaluation checklist in place
before the next procurement decision.

Months 10-18: Put It to Work

Integrate proven tools across fundraising, communications, and program delivery, and build KPI
dashboards that tie Al activity directly to program outcomes rather than usage statistics. Conduct the
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organization's first formal equity review of every deployed model and publish an internal Al use report
to the board so governance stops being theoretical.

Months 19-24: Make It Strategic

Embed Al explicitly into annual strategic planning and budgeting. Then, formalize Al impact
measurement alongside standard program metrics. At this stage, mature organizations start doing
something counterintuitive (i.e., they share their frameworks and mistakes with peer nonprofits to
ensure everyone reaps the benefits of shared learning).

The clearest sign that governance is taking root is when staff stop asking, “Can I use Al
for this?” and start asking, “What does this case require before | begin?”

Governance Is Innovation

Al demands almost nothing from nonprofits: type a sentence and get an answer. That ease is the selling
point, but it’s also why so many organizations skip key steps that determine whether Al becomes
mission-aligned or quietly harmful.

Nearly every organization in the research behind this paper has access to roughly the same handful of
tools. What separates the 7% seeing real impact from the rest of the 92% still waiting is not which
vendor they picked, but whether someone built the governance, the data discipline, and the review
habits underneath the tool before scaling it up.

When nonprofit organizations build the right foundation, Al integration becomes more about increasing
capacity. Skip key steps, and Al becomes one more system nobody fully trusts or understands.
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