




“AI is a complicated but necessary technology. It can be used to make 
people and nonprofits experience better, but if used without ethical 
implementation, it can destroy lives and harm the very people it is 
designed to help. This book works to describe this delicate balance. 
The Smart Nonprofit helps nonprofits think about how to use this tech-
nology with intention while explaining how to avoid the pitfalls that 
are possible. A human-centered focus is how all technology should be 
deployed.”

Shireen Mitchell,  
founder, Digital Sisters/as and Stop Online Violence Against Women

“In The Smart Nonprofit, Beth Kanter and Allison Fine bring attention 
to a looming transformation that is underappreciated in the social sec-
tor. Kanter and Fine have put their finger on the fundamental tension 
between the calling of our sector and the know-how to leverage AI and 
other smart technologies for good. Read this book. It’s about the future 
and fate of the social sector writ large.”

Mari Kuraishi,  
president, Jesse Ball DuPont Fund

“We always joke about machines taking over our jobs. The truth is 
more interesting and complicated than that, as Beth Kanter and Allison 
Fine explore in this vital and timely book. With our sector relying 
more and more on technology and data, it is critical all of us are 
informed of the many ways smart tech could enable us to be more effi-
cient at helping people, or unintentionally hurting them, especially 
those from marginalized communities. This is a thought-provoking 
and necessary book.”

Vu Le,  
NonprofitAF blog

Praise for The Smart Nonprofit



“As decision-making becomes increasingly automated, it is critical that 
we are intentional about designing and using smart tech in the way 
that benefits our society and the planet. The Smart Nonprofit: Staying 
Human Centered in an Automated World is an exceptional read for non-
profit leaders who are looking to understand challenges and opportu-
nities of smart tech, including how to design and use technologies such 
as artificial intelligence and machine learning in a responsible, humane, 
and impactful way.”

Leila Toplic,  
head of Emerging Technologies Initiative

NetHope

“The adaptation and understanding of smart tech enables social sector 
leaders to make quantum leaps forward in meeting their missions and 
fostering cultures of innovation and abundance. But just knowing that 
isn’t enough. Kanter and Fine have given us the road map: practical, 
actionable advice for the tech-savvy and non-techies alike, and organi-
zations large and small will benefit.”

Asha Curran,  
CEO, Giving Tuesday

“Beth Kanter and Allison Fine’s new book provides a refreshingly 
nuanced view on the use of data and AI in the nonprofit sector. The 
timely question the authors seek to answer is not whether nonprof-
its need to develop good data management practices and a pervasive 
data use culture but how to transform their operations and strive 
for impact. Kanter and Fine’s smart nonprofit is one that realizes 
the opportunities that data offers and knows how to mitigate 
the risks.”

Claudia Juech,  
vice president, data and society,  

Patrick J. McGovern Foundation



“Finally, a book that cuts through the hype about AI and gives common-
sense guidance to nonprofit leaders on how they can get smarter in 
how they use tech to power their organizations.”

Micah Sifry,  
cofounder, Civic Hall

“Beth Kanter and Allison Fine have given a powerful road map for 
nonprofit leaders on how to navigate the adoption of artificial intelli-
gence and other smart technologies. With this book in hand, nonprof-
its will be able to turn the page on the era of frantic busyness to one in 
which they have time to think and plan and even dream.”

Charlene Li, 
 New York Times best-selling author of  

The Disruption Mindset and Founder of Altimeter

“An absolutely vital read for all nonprofit executives. AI and other 
smart technologies are here to stay, and understanding how they can 
impact your employees, donors, and grantees will be vital for your 
future success. Allison Fine and Beth Kanter break down all you need 
to know in a format that is digestible and actionable.”

Susan McPherson,  
CEO, McPherson Strategies and author of  

The Lost Art of Connecting

“The inevitable introduction of more automation needn’t dehumanize 
your nonprofit. As Kanter and Fine show us, knowing how to incorpo-
rate technology into our processes appropriately can free us up to do 
the things that only people can do and in ways that enhance the deeper 
connections between us.”

Douglas Rushkoff,  
author of Team Human,  

Present Shock, and Program or Be Programed



“Since I see technology itself as amoral, I believe its impact (positive or 
negative) is a function of the ethics, values, and beliefs of those apply-
ing it. Using real-world examples, Kanter and Fine explore the prom-
ise and pitfalls of how nonprofits are using advanced digital technology, 
including artificial intelligence, machine learning, natural language 
processes, and bots.”

Mario Morino,  
Chair and CEO, Morino Institute

“Beth Kanter and Allison Fine have written the definitive guide for 
nonprofit leaders on how to navigate the adoption of artificial intelli-
gence and other smart technologies. With this book in hand, nonprof-
its will be able to raise money, deliver effective programs, and run their 
back offices efficiently while staying human-centered.”

Jeremiah Owyang,  
tech analyst, founding partner of Kaleido Insights

“Automation can be a crucial resource for managers and employees 
who are adapting to a changing workplace—but only if we anticipate 
and address its risks to equity, inclusion and effectiveness. This book 
will help leaders make the most of smart tech’s potential: It’s essential 
reading for anyone who works in a mission-driven organization, or for 
those who want to understand the way automation will transform the 
non-profit sector.”

Alexandra Samuel,  
PhD and coauthor of Remote, 

Inc.: How to Thrive at Work. . .Wherever You Are

“Beth and Allison completely redefined the nonprofit technology 
game with their must-read book The Networked Nonprofit. And with 
their newest book, they do it again. The Smart Nonprofit is the perfect 
field guide for nonprofits who struggle to tackle the perils of tech auto-
mation, standardization, and the ethical quandaries that come with it. 
Beth and Allison answer, with case studies and rich examples, how we 



can best adopt this smart technology intentionally and carefully—
while avoiding embedded bias and maintaining ethical standards. I 
highly recommend this book to any nonprofit or social change agent 
looking to answer the questions of how to leverage automation and 
technology to save time and better accomplish their missions but who 
want to remain human-centered as well.”

Julia Campbell,  
speaker, author, nonprofit consultant

“At a cultural moment for trying to understand AI, here’s a great primer 
for nonprofit leaders, especially to think about how smart tech can be 
harnessed in human ways.”

Peter Simms,  
author and founder and CEO of Black Sheep (BLK SHP)

“Artificial intelligence and other smart technologies are a critical part 
of our everyday lives. AI is becoming instrumental to all industries and 
sectors, including the nonprofit space. In this book, Beth and Allison 
illuminate the potential of what smart tech could do—and indeed, is 
already doing—for social and environmental good. The Smart Nonprofit 
provides practical, actionable (and timely) advice for all nonprofit lead-
ers—I couldn’t recommend it enough.”

Carlos Miranda,  
cofounder and chairman, Lightful

“The issues raised by Beth Kanter and Allison Fine in their new book 
should be at the top of any nonprofit leader’s list of priorities. Online 
platforms such as GlobalGiving are engaged in active debate about 
them already, but as our technological tools continue to advance and 
their applications become more ubiquitous, all nonprofits should con-
sider themselves digital organizations. We could all use additional 
guidance on these tricky questions.”

Alix Guerrier,  
CEO, DonorsChoose



“The Smart Nonprofit is a must-read for the 21st-century organiza-
tion, addressing both the ethical and practical challenges of artifi-
cial intelligence. Beth Kanter and Allison Fine—veterans in 
providing vital tools to nonprofit leaders—have done it again, 
breaking down the complicated world of smart tech into bite-sized, 
actionable strategies that will become the gold standard in 
the sector.”

Kathleen Kelly Janus,  
author of Social Startup Success: How the  

Best Nonprofits Launch, Scale and Make a Difference

“The Smart Nonprofit could not be timelier for anyone involved in 
social change efforts. This book is filled with practical examples of 
how smart tech is already being deployed to tackle social chal-
lenges and where we can go from here. This is a terrific, timely 
book that comes at a critical moment for us as a sector and as 
a society.”

Vinay Nair,  
CEO and cofounder, Lightful

“Beth Kanter and Allison Fine provide a practical guide for the future 
in The Smart Nonprofit: Staying Human-Centered in an Automated World. 
This book is a valuable resource for nonprofit organizational leaders to 
understand the challenges and opportunities of smart tech and how 
they can harness this potential to advance their missions. The Smart 
Nonprofit is filled with examples and case studies that help paint a pic-
ture of the possibilities with AI and provides inspiration for anyone 
considering how they may effectively make use of smart tech for their 
organization.”

Jason Shim,  
coauthor of Bitcoin and the Future of Fundraising



“In The Smart Nonprofit, Beth Kanter and Allison Fine demystify the 
moment we are in by helping nonprofit leaders understand how to use 
smart technology to center people and their values, reduce bias, and 
unlock time so that staff can focus on imagining new solutions and 
enhancing the overall experience people have with their organiza-
tions. Whether you are concerned about the limitations and the unin-
tentional harmful consequences of the technology or are looking for 
a practical guide to apply smart tech, you won’t regret reading 
this book.”

Farra Trompeter,  
codirector, member-owner, Big Duck
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We dedicate this book to the millions of staff members, board members, 
and volunteers of nonprofits who do the hard work every day and with 

the smart use of smart tech can now work smarter. Thank you for 
making the world safer, smarter, happier, healthier, and fairer.
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xix

For the last four years, we have been tracking the use of digital 
technologies like artificial intelligence, what we call “smart 

tech” in this book, for social good. Smart tech is very quickly 
becoming embedded in nonprofit operations. It is helping them 
automate tasks such as screening clients for services, filling out 
expense reports, and identifying prospective donors. Sometimes 
organizations are intentionally choosing to add smart tech to 
their efforts, but more often we are finding that smart tech is 
sneaking into organizations without organizations realizing it.

This moment feels familiar. We have been writing about the 
wide scale adoption of social media since the early 2000s. We 
know the patterns of technology adoption: there are small 
commercial vendors with funny names overhyping the benefits 
and underplaying the risks, there are a few early adopters finding 
clever ways to use the technology, and there is the enormous 
ecosystem of nonprofits and foundations who are resistant to 
change and technology.

We believed smart tech was part of the ongoing march of 
technology that makes organizations go faster and become more 
efficient until we had a talk with our friend Steve MacLaughlin, 
vice president of product management at Blackbaud. He told us 
during a podcast interview in October 2020 that the benefit of 
using smart tech isn’t about increasing speed and scale; it’s 
about time.

Smart tech is going to take over time-consuming rote tasks 
that are taking hours to do right now, freeing up enormous 
amounts of staff time. Steve calls this the “AI dividend.” We call 

Preface
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it the “dividend of time” in this book. Whatever you call it, the 
idea is profound and potentially revolutionary.

The choices organizations make about how to use their div-
idend of time is the key to the next stage in organizational life. 
We can choose to continue our frantic pace of work, responding 
to crises and flooding inboxes with email solicitations. Or we can 
choose to use this new time to reduce staff burnout, get to know 
clients on a deeper, human level, and focus on solving problems 
like homelessness in addition to serving homeless people. And as 
far-fetched as it may seem, we believe nonprofits can use this 
time to become the leaders in the ethical and responsible use of 
smart tech, the most powerful technology everyday people and 
organizations have ever used. Taken altogether, this is the essence 
of being a smart nonprofit.

We have a once-in-a-generation opportunity to remake 
work but only for those people and organizations that are 
thoughtful and knowledgeable about the use of smart tech. It 
also raises existential questions such as: When should machines 
do the work people do now? How can we be actively anti-biased 
using smart tech? What can we do differently or better with our 
new time? We hope this book gives you and your colleagues a 
solid foundation for understanding and answering these kinds of 
questions.

We hope the increased dividend of time will be spent doing 
the things that only people can do: building strong relationships, 
dreaming up new solutions, creating and strengthening commu-
nities. We want to turn the page on our era of frantic busyness 
and scarcity to one in which smart nonprofits have the time to 
think and plan and even dream.
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