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You did not get into nonprofit work because you wanted to evaluate CRM platforms. You

became a leader because you cared about a mission — hunger, housing, education, health,

justice, the arts. Somewhere along the way, someone handed you a technology decision and

assumed you would figure it out.

I have coached nonprofit leaders for sixteen years. The pattern repeats: an executive director

who built the organization on relationships, instinct, and sheer determination now faces

questions that feel foreign. Should we migrate to a new donor management system? Is our data

strategy adequate? Do we need an AI policy? Why won’t the team use the system we just paid

for?

These questions sound like technology questions. They are not. They are leadership questions.

And the answer is not “learn more about technology.” The answer is “develop the leadership

capacity to make confident decisions about things you do not fully understand, bring resistant

staff along, and sustain organizational focus through a change process that takes longer than

anyone promised.”

Seventy-four percent of nonprofits say digital transformation matters. Only twelve percent have

achieved digital maturity. That gap is not caused by a shortage of technology. It is caused by a

shortage of leaders who feel equipped to lead technology change. This guide addresses that

gap — not the tools, but the leader.

Cherie Silas, MCC, CEC

Executive Director, Center for Nonprofit Coaching
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Disclaimer: This guide does not constitute technology, IT, or cybersecurity advice. It addresses

the leadership dimensions of technology-driven organizational change. For specific technology

selection, implementation, and security, consult qualified IT professionals or nonprofit

technology organizations such as TechSoup and NTEN.
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The technology has never been more accessible. Google gives qualifying nonprofits $10,000 per

month in advertising credits. Microsoft donates Office 365 licenses. Salesforce offers free CRM

seats. TechSoup connects hundreds of thousands of organizations to discounted and donated

software. If the barrier to digital transformation were access to technology, the problem would

be solved.

It is not solved.

Seventy-four percent of nonprofit leaders agree that digital transformation is important for their

organization’s future. Only twelve percent have achieved what researchers call digital maturity —

the state where technology is genuinely integrated into operations, decisions, and culture

(Momentive Software, 2025). That is a sixty-two-percentage-point gap between understanding

and execution.

The Digital Transformation Gap

74%
say transformation

matters

62-point gap 12%
have achieved
digital maturity

Source: Momentive Software, 2025
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The standard explanations are familiar: not enough budget, not enough staff, not enough

expertise. All true. But they do not explain why organizations that DO invest in technology still

fail to adopt it. Across all sectors, approximately seventy percent of digital transformation

initiatives fail to achieve their stated objectives (McKinsey). The failure is almost never the

technology itself. The technology works. The failure is the human system around the

technology: staff who resist, leaders who lose focus, boards that will not fund ongoing costs,

and organizations that buy systems nobody uses.

This is not a technology problem. It is a leadership problem.

The Technology-People Gap

Every technology change involves two parallel challenges. The technology side is the one

organizations plan for: which system to select, how to configure it, when to go live, what the

subscription costs. The people side is the one organizations underestimate: who needs to

change their behavior, what resistance will surface, how long the human transition will take, and

who will champion the change when the initial excitement fades.

Most failed implementations overinvest in the technology side and underinvest in the people

side. They budget $15,000 for the CRM license and $0 for the staff time, emotional energy, and

leadership attention required to get twelve people to actually use it.

The Technology-People Gap is a diagnostic frame. For any technology initiative your

organization is considering or currently managing, ask two questions. First: Is the technology

decision clear? (Which system, how it is configured, when it launches.) Second: Is the people

decision clear? (Who changes behavior, what their concerns are, who leads them through it, how

long the transition will take.)

Where Digital Transformations Die

Launch
Energy high

Momentum building

Novelty factor

0 – 6 months

The Messy Middle
70% of initiatives fail here

Novelty fades, resistance surfaces,

workarounds emerge, energy drops

6 – 18 months

New Normal
Sustained change

Embedded habits

Measurable impact

18+ months

70% of digital transformation initiatives fail (McKinsey/BCG)

The messy middle is where coaching matters most
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If the technology side has a timeline, a vendor, and a budget — but the people side has only “we

will send an email and do a training” — the gap is predictive. That initiative will struggle.

Why the Gap Matters More for Nonprofits

The technology-people gap is wider in nonprofits than in any other sector. Nonprofits spend one

to three percent of their budget on technology, compared to five to eight percent in the private

sector (NTEN Benchmarks). This chronic underinvestment means technology purchases are

infrequent, high-stakes events rather than normal business operations. Staff may go five or ten

years between major system changes. The organizational muscle for absorbing technology

transitions atrophies.

Add the workforce reality: 59% of departing nonprofit staff cite “too much work, too little

support” as a reason for leaving (Candid, 2024). Sixty-seven percent are looking for new jobs

within a year. When you ask an already overwhelmed team to adopt a new system on top of

everything else they are carrying, the resistance you encounter is not stubbornness. It is self-

preservation.

And then there is the AI acceleration. Ninety-two percent of nonprofit organizations now use AI

tools in some capacity (Virtuous, 2026). But only seven percent report major improvements in

mission achievement from AI adoption. And only ten to twenty-four percent of nonprofits using

AI have formal governance policies (TechSoup, 2025). The sector rushed into AI adoption

without the leadership infrastructure to use it well — a pattern that digital transformation

research has documented for decades across every technology wave.

Technology Investment Gap

Nonprofits 1–3% of budget

Private sector 5–8% of budget

Source: NTEN Benchmarks

59% of departing staff cite too much work, too little support (Candid 2024)
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“In a busy nonprofit, I can get ‘stuck in the weeds’ working on daily urgent issues, and

never leaving time for critical and strategic thinking. I’d like to develop strategies that

work for me and for our organization.” — From a coaching application: a leader at a

large arts education nonprofit

Getting stuck in the weeds during technology pressure is not a time management problem. It is

a leadership capacity problem. The leader who cannot step back from daily operations to think

about technology strategy will default to one of three patterns: avoidance (postpone every

technology decision until a crisis forces it), delegation abdication (hand the decision to whoever

seems technical, without providing direction), or impulse purchasing (buy whatever the most

persuasive vendor recommends). All three produce the same outcome: technology that the

organization owns but does not use.

What This Guide Covers — And What It Does Not

This guide addresses the people side of digital transformation exclusively. It does not

recommend specific platforms, evaluate CRM features, teach cybersecurity practices, or explain

how to set up a donor database. For those topics, TechSoup, NTEN, and dozens of qualified

technology consultants are better resources.

What this guide does is address the five leadership capacities that determine whether any

technology investment succeeds or fails:

Making technology decisions with confidence — even when you are not a technology

person (Chapter 2)

The AI Adoption Paradox

92%
use AI tools

7%
report major mission

improvement

10–24%
have formal AI
governance

Adoption without governance produces adoption without impact.

Sources: Virtuous 2026; TechSoup 2025

1. 
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Leading your team through technology change — especially when they do not want it

(Chapter 3)

Building a culture that actually uses data — not just collects it (Chapter 4)

Sustaining technology change through the messy middle — the 6–18 months after launch

when most initiatives quietly die (Chapter 5)

Knowing when and how to get support — because technology leadership, like all leadership,

develops faster with a thinking partner (Chapter 6)

If you lead a nonprofit and you have ever felt unqualified to make a technology decision,

frustrated by staff who will not adopt a new system, or exhausted by a change initiative that lost

momentum — this guide is for you.

“Providing professional coaching for non-profits at reduced costs makes an important

service much more accessible.” — An executive at a community action agency

Reflection Exercise: The Technology Leadership Audit

Think about the last technology change your organization attempted — a new system, a new

tool, a new digital process. Rate yourself 1–5 on each statement (1 = not at all, 5 = completely):

I had a clear picture of who would be affected and how their daily work would change.

I communicated the “why” before the “what” — why we were making this change, not just

what the new system was.

I identified who would resist and addressed their specific concerns proactively.

I sustained active attention on the change for more than ninety days after launch.

The system is actively used today by the people it was intended for.

Total your score. Below 15? The gap is not technology. The gap is change leadership. And that

gap is exactly what the rest of this guide addresses.

For developing the personal resilience and self-awareness that underpin all leadership — including technology

leadership — see our companion guide: Purpose-Driven Leadership (free at cnpc.coach/purpose-driven-leadership-

guide/).

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 
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You came up through programs. Or fundraising. Or direct service. You became an executive

director because you understood the mission, the community, the work. Nobody asked whether

you could evaluate enterprise software during the interview.

Now you are the person who has to decide: Do we need a CRM? Should we switch email

platforms? Is it time to move to cloud-based accounting? Do we need an AI policy? Your board

chair forwarded an article about digital transformation and wants to discuss it at the next

meeting.

Twenty-two percent of the leaders who apply for coaching at the Center for Nonprofit Coaching

cite confidence or imposter syndrome as a primary concern. Technology decisions are among

the most potent imposter triggers because the leader feels they “should” understand the

technology — and they do not. The result is one of three dysfunctional patterns.

Decision paralysis: The technology decision gets postponed indefinitely. You research options,

attend a webinar, start a comparison spreadsheet, and then something urgent pulls you away.

Months pass. The spreadsheet gets more complex. The decision gets harder, not easier,

because more options appear and the team’s frustration grows.

Delegation abdication: You hand the decision to whoever seems technical — a board member

who works in IT, a staff member who “likes computers,” an intern who “gets technology.” But you

provide no strategic direction. They choose a system optimized for their own workflow, not the

organization’s mission. Or they choose nothing, because they sense the decision has

organizational consequences they are not authorized to own.

Impulse purchasing: You attend a vendor demo and buy the platform because the salesperson

was confident and the price seemed right. Six months later, the system does not match your

actual workflows, the implementation stalled, and you have no relationship with the vendor

beyond an annual invoice.
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All three patterns produce the same outcome: technology that does not serve the mission. The

solution is not becoming a technology expert. It is developing a decision-making framework that

uses what you already know.

The Mission-First Technology Decision Matrix

You do not need to understand database architecture to make a sound technology decision. You

need to ask four questions that are firmly within your expertise as a nonprofit leader.

Question 1: Mission Alignment. Does this technology directly serve our mission, or does it serve

an administrative function? Both are valid investments — but mission-aligned technology is

easier to justify to boards, easier to fund through grants, and easier to get staff to adopt

because they can see the connection to the work they care about. A case management system

that helps frontline staff track client outcomes is mission-aligned. A new accounting platform is

administrative infrastructure. Neither is wrong, but they make different cases to different

stakeholders, and they face different adoption dynamics.

Question 2: People Impact. Who will need to change their daily behavior to use this technology?

How many people? How significantly? A system that requires three people to learn a new

interface is a different proposition than one that requires thirty people to fundamentally change

how they do their jobs. The scope of behavior change, not the sophistication of the technology,

predicts how difficult adoption will be.

Mission-First Technology Decision Matrix

1 Mission Alignment

Direct mission service vs.

administrative?

2 People Impact

Scope of behavior change

needed?

3 Total Cost of Transition

Subscription + training +

productivity dip + emotional cost

4 Reversibility

Can the decision be undone?

How painful?
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Question 3: Total Cost of Transition. Not just the subscription price. The total cost includes

staff time for training (multiply their hourly rate by the hours of training, onboarding, and trial-

and-error). The productivity dip during transition (every employee is slower for weeks or months

while learning the new system). The opportunity cost of your leadership attention (every hour

you spend on the technology transition is an hour not spent on fundraising, programs, or

strategy). And the emotional cost of change fatigue on a team that may already be stretched

thin. Most leaders budget the subscription and underestimate everything else by a factor of

three or more.

Question 4: Reversibility. If this does not work, what happens? Can you go back to the old

system? How painful is the reversal? Some technology decisions are highly reversible —

switching email marketing platforms involves data migration but not organizational trauma.

Others are nearly irreversible — migrating your donor database is a multi-month process you

cannot easily undo. Irreversible decisions require more stakeholder input, more planning, and

more confidence than reversible ones. Knowing which type of decision you are facing changes

how you approach it.

This framework does not require technical expertise. It requires leadership judgment — the

ability to think clearly about mission, people, costs, and risk. That judgment is exactly what

coaching develops.

“The framework and thoughtful coaching guided me towards decision making that

made for a stronger organization.” — A nonprofit professional
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What Happens When a Leader Has a Thinking Partner

Without a thinking partner: Your board chair sends you an article about how nonprofits

are using CRM systems to “transform donor engagement.” Your development director

wants one platform because it is simpler. A consultant recommends another because it

is free for nonprofits. You have used none of these systems. You spend three weeks

watching vendor demos that all sound equally compelling. You feel increasingly behind

— everyone else seems to have figured this out. You pick the one the consultant

recommended because he seemed confident. Six months later, your development

director is still using her spreadsheet. The system cost nothing in subscription fees and

$15,000 in staff time, consultant fees, and data migration. Nobody mentions it at staff

meetings anymore.

With a thinking partner: You bring the CRM question to your next coaching session.

Your coach does not recommend a platform — your coach asks: “What problem are you

actually trying to solve?” You realize the problem is not “we need a CRM.” The problem is

“our donor records are scattered and we lose track of relationships.” Your coach asks: 

“Who will need to change their daily behavior to use this system, and what is their

current workload?” You realize your development director is already stretched thin and

adding a system without reducing her other responsibilities will fail. Your coach asks: 

“What would a 90-day pilot look like — small enough to test without betting the

organization?” You design a limited trial: one staff member, 50 donor records, 60 days. If

it works, you expand. If it does not, you learn what the actual barrier is before spending

more.

The decision feels manageable instead of overwhelming. Not because the technology

got simpler — because you got clearer.

“Helping me gain confidence in my role and my decisions.” — A nonprofit executive,

describing their coaching experience

The AI Governance Question
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The Mission-First Matrix applies with particular urgency to artificial intelligence. Eighty-six

percent of nonprofits are exploring AI tools, but only twenty-four percent have a formal strategy

(TechSoup, 2025). Forty percent have no staff formally trained in AI. And the adoption gap

between larger organizations (above $1M budget) and smaller ones is nearly two-to-one.

For a small nonprofit leader facing AI decisions, the framework cuts through the noise. Mission

alignment: Will this AI tool help us serve more people or serve them better, or are we adopting it

because we feel we should? People impact: Who on the team will use this, and do they have the

skills and time? Total cost: Not just the tool price, but the policy development, training, and

oversight required to use AI responsibly? Reversibility: If this tool produces inaccurate outputs

or raises ethical concerns with our constituents, can we walk it back?

The leader who asks these four questions before adopting AI is making a better decision than

the leader who rushes into adoption because the technology exists. Governance is not an

impediment to innovation. It is the leadership discipline that makes innovation sustainable.

Reflection Exercise: The Technology Decision You Are Avoiding

Identify one technology decision you have been postponing. Write down:

What are your options? (List at least two, including “do nothing.”)

For each option, who would need to change their behavior, and how significantly?

What is the total cost of transition — not just the price tag, but training time, productivity dip,

and your own leadership attention?

What happens if you choose wrong? Is the decision reversible?

What is the cost of continuing to not decide?

Most leaders discover that the cost of indecision exceeds the cost of any imperfect choice. The

technology decision you are avoiding is not waiting for more information. It is waiting for more

confidence. And confidence does not come from more research. It comes from making a

decision, learning from it, and developing the judgment to make the next one better.

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 
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For building decision-making confidence and navigating high-stakes choices more broadly, see Chapter 4 of our

companion guide: Purpose-Driven Leadership (free at cnpc.coach/purpose-driven-leadership-guide/). For the

strategic dimension of resource allocation, see our Nonprofit Strategy Mastery guide (free at cnpc.coach/your-guide-

to-nonprofit-strategy/).
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You announced the new system. You held a training session. Everyone nodded. And three

months later, half the team is still using the old spreadsheets.

This is the most common technology failure in nonprofits, and it has nothing to do with the

technology. The system works. The training was adequate. The problem is that getting human

beings to change how they work is fundamentally harder than configuring software — and most

technology rollouts treat the human dimension as an afterthought.

Staff resistance to new technology is not irrational. People who spent years building expertise in

a system — even a flawed one — are being asked to become beginners again. People who are

already carrying unsustainable workloads are being asked to add “learn new software” to their

plate. People who watched previous technology initiatives fail are protecting themselves from

investing in another one. Fifty-nine percent of departing nonprofit staff cite “too much work, too

little support” as a reason for leaving (Candid, 2024). Adding a technology transition on top of

that workload, without addressing it, guarantees resistance.

A leader who dismisses this resistance as “people just don’t like change” will fail. A leader who

understands the psychology of resistance — and develops the communication and empathy

skills to address it — will succeed.

The Adoption Ladder
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Not everyone on your team is in the same place when a technology change is announced.

Understanding where each person stands is the first step toward moving them.

Level 1: Unaware. They do not know the change is coming. This is more common than leaders

realize — an announcement at a staff meeting does not reach part-time staff, field workers, or

the person who was on leave that week. Your job at this level: communicate early, clearly, and

repeatedly. Assume your first announcement reached half the people you intended.

Level 2: Aware but Resistant. They know the change is coming and they do not want it. This is

where most leadership energy should go — and where most leaders make their biggest mistake.

The mistake is treating all resistance as the same. It is not. Fear of looking incompetent

requires a different response than resentment about workload. Distrust from a previously failed

initiative requires a different response than philosophical disagreement about the value of the

technology. If you address generic “resistance to change” instead of the specific concern each

person holds, you will get compliance at best and sabotage at worst.

Level 3: Compliant. They use the new system because they were told to, but they do not invest

in learning it well. This is the most dangerous level because it looks like adoption from the

outside. Compliance without engagement means the system is underutilized, workarounds

persist, and the person reverts the moment leadership pressure eases. The gap between

compliance and genuine engagement is where most “successful” technology implementations

actually live — technically adopted, functionally ignored.

The Adoption Ladder

1
Unaware

Don’t know change

is coming

2
Aware but
Resistant

Know but don’t

want it

3
Compliant

Use because required,

don’t invest in learning

DANGER: Looks like

adoption, functionally isn’t

4
Engaged

Understand why it matters,

genuinely learning

5
Championing

Advocate, help others,

identify improvements
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Level 4: Engaged. They understand why the system matters and they are genuinely learning it.

They ask questions, explore features, and start to see how it makes their work better. Your job at

this level: support, recognize, and protect their time for learning. An engaged employee who

keeps getting pulled back to urgent tasks will slide back to compliance.

Level 5: Championing. They advocate for the system, help others learn, and identify

improvements. They are your informal change agents. Your job: empower them, celebrate them

publicly, and give them authority to help others. Champions emerge naturally — you do not

assign them. But you can cultivate them by giving engaged employees the space and

permission to lead within their teams.

Your goal as a leader is not to get everyone to Level 5. It is to move the majority from Level 2

(Resistant) to Level 4 (Engaged). That movement requires empathy, communication, patience,

and individualized attention to each person’s concerns. These are coaching-level skills, not

project management skills.

“I feel more grounded, effective, and better equipped to contribute to my organization.”

— The director of an environmental nonprofit
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What Happens When a Leader Has a Thinking Partner

Without a thinking partner: A food bank executive director rolled out a new inventory

management system three months ago. The system cost $8,000 and took two months

to configure. The operations team — four warehouse staff and two coordinators — used

it for two weeks and quietly returned to their paper clipboards and whiteboard tallies.

The ED sends an email reminding staff to use the system. Two people comply for a few

days; the rest do not respond. At the next staff meeting, the warehouse lead says

politely but firmly: “The old system works fine for us.”

Six months later, the $8,000 system is shelfware. The next time the ED proposes a

technology investment, the board asks what happened to the last one. The team’s

resistance has become a self-reinforcing narrative: “We tried technology; it didn’t work

for us.”

With a thinking partner: The ED brings the adoption failure to a coaching session. The

coach asks a question the ED did not expect: “Before the system was rolled out, how did

you help the team understand why the change was happening?”

The ED realizes the answer is: she did not. She chose the system, configured it with the

vendor, and announced it at a staff meeting. The team had no voice in the decision, no

understanding of the problem it was solving from their perspective, and no input on how

it would fit into their daily workflow.

The coach asks: “What does the warehouse lead need to believe in order to want to use

the new system?” The ED realizes the warehouse lead is not resisting technology — she

is resisting a change she did not understand, did not choose, and did not see the

purpose of.

Over two sessions, the ED designs a re-introduction plan. She meets with the warehouse

lead one-on-one and says: “I made a mistake. I rolled this out without your input. Can we

start over?” The warehouse lead names three things she hates about the paper system.

The ED shows her how the new tool solves two of them. Within a month, the warehouse

team is using the system — not because it was mandated, but because someone asked

them what they needed.

“Assisting me to structure activities to correspond to identified goals.” — A nonprofit

professional, describing their coaching experience
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The Communication Sequence Most Leaders Get Backwards

The Prosci ADKAR model describes five stages every individual moves through during

organizational change: Awareness, Desire, Knowledge, Ability, and Reinforcement. Most

technology rollouts jump straight to Knowledge — training sessions, user manuals, instructional

videos. But Knowledge without Awareness (understanding why the change is happening) and

Desire (wanting to participate) produces compliance, not engagement.

Before you schedule the training, answer three questions:

Has every affected person heard — directly from you, not from a forwarded email — why this

change matters? Not what the new system does. Why. What problem it solves, how it connects

to the mission, and what happens if the organization does not make this change. “We are

switching to a new case management system” is information. “We are losing track of client

outcomes, which means we cannot tell funders or ourselves whether our programs are working”

is a reason.

Has every affected person had the opportunity to voice their concerns? Not in a group setting

where nobody wants to be the dissenter. Individually, in private, where they can be honest about

their fears. The investment of time is significant. It pays for itself in adoption speed.

Has the timeline been adjusted for the human transition, not just the technical

implementation? William Bridges’ Transition Model distinguishes between change (external,

situational — the new system goes live on March 1) and transition (internal, psychological — the

team actually integrates the system into how they think and work). The change happens on a

date. The transition happens over months. Leaders who plan for the change but not the

transition get a launch without adoption.

Reflection Exercise: The Resistance Map

Think about a current or planned technology change. For each team member who will be

affected, write down:
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Where are they on the Adoption Ladder? (Unaware, Resistant, Compliant, Engaged, or

Championing?)

What is their specific concern? Not “they don’t like change” — the actual concern. Fear of

looking incompetent? Resentment about workload? Distrust of leadership’s follow-through?

A legitimate usability problem nobody has acknowledged?

What would it take to move them one level up?

This exercise reveals that “resistance to change” is rarely about the technology. It is about the

person. And addressing the person is exactly what coaching-informed leadership does.

For developing a coaching mindset as a leadership approach — asking instead of telling, empowering instead of

directing — see Chapter 5 of our companion guide: Purpose-Driven Leadership (free at cnpc.coach/purpose-driven-

leadership-guide/).

1. 

2. 

3. 
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Seventy-five percent of nonprofits collect data. Six percent feel they use it effectively (Stanford

Social Innovation Review). That is not a technology gap. The tools exist. The data is being

captured. The gap is between collection and action — and that gap is a leadership problem.

Most nonprofits that invest in data systems end up in the same place. The CRM produces donor

engagement metrics nobody reviews. The program evaluation tool captures outcomes nobody

analyzes. The dashboard exists but nobody logs in. The quarterly report goes to the funder and

then into a folder. Internally, decisions continue to be made the way they have always been

made: by the program directors, based on experience and instinct.

The problem is not the tool. The problem is that the organization has not built a data culture — a

shared practice of asking questions, examining evidence, and adjusting behavior based on what

the data shows. Building a data culture is a leadership act. It requires you to model data-

informed decision-making, create psychological safety for honest data interpretation (including

data that reveals failures), and protect time for reflection and analysis in an organization that is

already stretched to the limit.

The Data Usage Gap

75%
collect data

69-point gap 6%
use it effectively

69-point gap between collection and action

Data Maturity Ladder

Absent Collected Reported Discussed Data-Informed

Source: Stanford Social Innovation Review
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The Data Maturity Ladder

Where does your organization stand?

Level 1: Data Absent. No systematic data collection. Decisions are made on intuition, anecdote,

and habit. “We have always done it this way” is the operating philosophy. Organizations at this

level are not failing because they lack data systems — they are functioning in a pre-data

paradigm. The first step is not purchasing software. It is the leader asking: “What would we do

differently if we knew the answer?”

Level 2: Data Collected. Systems capture data, but nobody regularly reviews it. Reports exist in

dashboards nobody opens. The CRM tracks donor interactions, but the development director

checks it only when preparing a board report. You know the data exists somewhere. You are not

sure what it says. Organizations at this level have invested in technology but not in the practice

of using it.

Level 3: Data Reported. Data is compiled into reports — usually for funders. The reports satisfy

compliance requirements but do not influence internal decisions. “We track outcomes for the

grant report but do not use them for programming decisions” is the tell. This is the most

common level for mid-sized nonprofits. The data infrastructure exists, the reporting habit exists,

but the connection between data and decisions does not.

Level 4: Data Discussed. Leadership regularly reviews data and discusses what it means. Data

surfaces in team meetings, planning conversations, and strategic discussions. “Our retention

numbers dropped — what changed?” is the kind of question that gets asked. Organizations at

this level have crossed a threshold: data is no longer a compliance exercise. It is a leadership

tool. The shift from Level 3 to Level 4 is the hardest transition because it requires the leader to

create new habits for the entire organization.

Level 5: Data-Informed. Data actively drives decisions. The organization experiments,

measures, and adjusts. When the data reveals something uncomfortable — a program is not

producing outcomes, a fundraising strategy is underperforming, a beloved initiative is not

reaching the people it was designed for — the organization treats the discomfort as learning

rather than threat. This is rare. It requires sustained leadership commitment over years and a

culture of psychological safety that most nonprofits have not built.

Most nonprofits reading this guide are at Level 2 or 3. The path to Level 4 requires the leader —

not the data system — to change first.
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The AI Data Gap

The AI governance crisis is a data culture problem in disguise. Ninety-two percent of nonprofits

now use AI tools (Virtuous, 2026). Adoption surged from roughly fifty-five percent to eighty

percent in just two years. But only seven percent report major improvements in mission

achievement. And only ten to twenty-four percent have formal AI policies (TechSoup, 2025).

The pattern is familiar: rapid adoption of a technology tool without the organizational culture to

use it meaningfully. AI tools that generate content, analyze donor patterns, or automate

communications are only as valuable as the humans who evaluate their outputs, apply judgment

to their recommendations, and govern their use. An organization at Level 2 or 3 on the Data

Maturity Ladder will use AI the same way it uses its CRM — it will adopt the tool and underutilize

it because nobody has the habit of examining what the technology produces and asking: “Does

this serve our mission?”

The leader who builds a data culture — the habit of asking questions, examining evidence, and

adjusting based on what the data shows — is building the organizational capacity to use AI well.

The leader who skips data culture and jumps to AI adoption is repeating the pattern that left the

CRM unused.

“His style to listen and ask me guiding questions for deeper thought and awareness of

my goals.” — An executive at a human services organization

The AI Adoption Paradox

92%
use AI tools

7%
report major mission

improvement

10–24%
have formal AI
governance

Adoption without governance produces adoption without impact.

Sources: Virtuous 2026; TechSoup 2025
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What Happens When a Leader Has a Thinking Partner

Without a thinking partner: A youth mentoring nonprofit has collected five years of

program data — attendance records, pre/post assessments, mentor feedback surveys,

demographic information. It is stored across three spreadsheets, one legacy database,

and a filing cabinet of paper forms. The program director knows “we should be using

this data” but does not know where to start. The executive director occasionally pulls a

number for a grant report, usually the wrong one.

An intern is hired to “organize the data.” The intern creates a fourth spreadsheet that

consolidates some numbers but does not know which metrics matter. A few charts

appear at the next board meeting. A board member asks: “What does this tell us about

program effectiveness?” The ED is not sure. The charts show trends but nobody can

articulate what decisions the trends should drive. The board nods politely and moves to

the next agenda item. The data continues to exist. Nobody acts on it.

With a thinking partner: The ED brings the unused data pattern to a coaching session.

The coach asks: “If this data could answer one question that would change how you run

the program, what would that question be?”

The ED thinks for a moment: “Whether our six-month mentorship model works better

than our year-long model. We have been debating it for two years and nobody has

looked at the data.”

The coach asks: “Who on your team could answer that question with the data you

already have?” The ED realizes the program director has a statistics background from

graduate school but has never been asked to use it. She has been doing scheduling and

compliance — not analysis — because that is what the job evolved into.

Over the next month, the ED restructures the program director’s role to include two

hours per week of data analysis, starting with the one question. The program director

produces a clear finding: the six-month model has forty percent higher completion rates

and stronger pre/post assessment gains. This is the first data-informed program

decision in the organization’s history.

The shift happened not because the organization bought new software. It happened

because a coaching conversation surfaced the right question and the right person to

answer it.
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Why the Leader Has to Go First

Data culture does not start with the team. It starts with you.

If you treat the quarterly outcomes report as a document you skim before board meetings, your

program directors will treat it the same way. If you make decisions by intuition and then look for

data to justify them afterward, your team will learn that data is cosmetic. If you punish a

program that shows poor outcomes instead of treating the findings as useful information, your

team will learn that honest data is dangerous.

The shift to Level 4 on the Data Maturity Ladder begins with one leadership behavior: the next

time you face a decision, ask out loud, in front of your team, “What does the data say?” And then

wait for the answer. And then let it influence the decision — even if it contradicts what you

expected.

That is a small act. It is also a cultural signal. It says: data matters here. We look before we leap.

Honest numbers are welcome, even when they are uncomfortable. Over time, that signal builds

the culture that makes every data system in your organization actually worth what you paid for

it.

Reflection Exercise: The Data Honesty Check

Answer each honestly:

When was the last time a data point changed a decision you made? If you cannot name a

specific instance, your data collection may be performative — serving compliance but not

leadership.

When your program outcomes data is disappointing, what happens? Is it discussed openly,

or explained away? The answer reveals whether your organization has the psychological

safety required for data culture.

1. 

2. 
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Do you know the three most important metrics for your organization’s mission impact? Can

your leadership team name them without looking? If not, the organization does not have

shared clarity about what data matters.

If a staff member brought you data that contradicted your current strategy, how would you

respond? The discomfort these questions produce is the beginning of a data culture.

For developing the self-awareness to recognize your own patterns of avoidance — including data avoidance — see

Chapter 2 of our companion guide: Purpose-Driven Leadership (free at cnpc.coach/purpose-driven-leadership-

guide/). For financial data interpretation specifically, see Chapter 2 of our Mastering Nonprofit Finances guide (free at

cnpc.coach/nonprofit-finances-guide/).

3. 

4. 
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Every technology initiative begins with energy. The vendor demos are exciting. The board

approves the budget. The implementation team is enthusiastic. The launch date arrives with a

sense of accomplishment. And then reality sets in: the migration is harder than expected, staff

training takes longer, the old system runs in parallel for months because nobody trusts the new

one yet, small technical problems compound, and your attention gets pulled to the next crisis.

This is the messy middle of digital transformation — the six-to-eighteen-month period after

launch when the real work of adoption happens and where most initiatives quietly die. They die

not from catastrophic failure but from leadership attention drift. You stop asking about adoption

metrics. The weekly check-ins become monthly, then disappear. The champion who drove the

initiative burns out or leaves. Staff who were compliant quietly revert to the old way. No one

declares the transformation a failure — it just fades. A year later, the system exists on the

invoice but not in practice.

Approximately seventy percent of digital transformation initiatives across all sectors fail to

achieve their stated objectives (McKinsey/BCG compiled research). Many of those failures

occur not during the launch but during the months afterward when sustained attention was

required and not provided. The messy middle is where leadership matters most — and where

most organizations provide the least leadership support.
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The Change Sustainability Triad

Three leadership practices determine whether a technology transition survives the messy

middle or fades.

Practice 1: Visible Commitment

If you stop logging into the CRM, your staff will stop too. Visible commitment is not a launch-day

announcement. It is a daily practice: using the system yourself, mentioning data from the

system in meetings, asking questions that can only be answered with the new tool. When the

leader visibly uses the technology, two things happen. First, staff learn that the system matters

enough for the boss to invest time in it. Second, the leader encounters the same usability

challenges the staff face — which produces empathy instead of frustration when adoption is

slow.

Visible commitment is easy in the first two weeks and exhausting by month four. That is the

point. The messy middle is messy because maintaining attention on a change that has lost its

novelty requires discipline. The leader who recognizes this as a foreseeable challenge — not a

personal failure — can plan for it.

Practice 2: Honest Assessment Cadence

Monthly — not quarterly, not annually — check-ins on adoption reality. Who is actually using the

system? Who is not? What is working? What is broken? What concerns have surfaced since

launch?

Where Digital Transformations Die

Launch
Energy high

Momentum building

Novelty factor

0 – 6 months

The Messy Middle
70% of initiatives fail here

Novelty fades, resistance surfaces,

workarounds emerge, energy drops

6 – 18 months

New Normal
Sustained change

Embedded habits

Measurable impact

18+ months

70% of digital transformation initiatives fail (McKinsey/BCG)

The messy middle is where coaching matters most
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This requires the leader to create space for honest feedback — including feedback that the

transition is harder than expected, that the chosen system has problems, or that the original

timeline was unrealistic. Honest assessment is uncomfortable. It is also the only mechanism

that prevents small problems from compounding into system-wide adoption failure.

The honest assessment cadence maps naturally to a coaching engagement’s recurring

sessions. A leader who checks in with their team monthly on adoption metrics is practicing the

same discipline that a coaching relationship supports: regular reflection, honest evaluation, and

commitment to adjustment rather than abandonment.

Practice 3: Change Energy Management

Every organization has a limited capacity for change at any given time. Launching a CRM

migration, a staff restructure, and a new strategic plan simultaneously depletes the

organization’s change energy. Staff can absorb only so much disruption before resistance

becomes entrenched — not because they oppose any single change, but because they are

overwhelmed by the cumulative load.

Thirty-three percent of nonprofit leaders report being “very much” concerned about their own

burnout (CEP, 2024). Seventy-five percent say burnout is impacting their organization’s ability to

achieve its mission. A burned-out leader running a burned-out team does not have the

organizational capacity to absorb a major technology transition.

The leadership discipline here is saying “not yet.” Not “no” — “not yet.” That board member who

wants to discuss AI adoption? “Yes, and right now our organizational change energy is invested

in the CRM transition. We will sequence AI governance as the next priority once adoption

stabilizes.” Sequencing change is a strategic act. It protects the investment you have already

made in the current transition by ensuring it gets the sustained attention it needs to succeed.

“Challenged me to examine my beliefs, thoughts, and habits in ways that led to real

growth.” — A nonprofit professional
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What Happens in the Neutral Zone

William Bridges’ Transition Model identifies three phases of any organizational change. The first

is the ending — letting go of the old way. The second is the neutral zone — the ambiguous period

between old and new where neither system feels fully operational. The third is the new

beginning — the point where the new way feels normal.

The neutral zone is the messy middle. And it is where leaders need the most support and

receive the least.

In the neutral zone, productivity drops. Morale dips. The old system no longer works properly

(because data has been partially migrated) and the new system does not yet feel natural. Staff

who were enthusiastic at launch become frustrated. Staff who were resistant feel vindicated:

“See? I told you this would not work.” The leader, meanwhile, is absorbing the emotional weight

of the transition while managing everything else the organization demands.

“Our growth is starting to outpace our internal capacity and systems. Our tiny budget

has meant that I’ve worn all the hats, often without compensation.” — From a coaching

application: a founder at a small veteran-services nonprofit

A leader wearing all the hats does not have the bandwidth to sustain active attention on a

technology transition through the neutral zone. Something has to give. Usually, what gives is the

transition. The leader returns to operational firefighting, the change champion gets reassigned

to more urgent work, and the technology initiative drifts into the category of things the

organization tried that “didn’t really work.”

Breaking this pattern requires external support — someone who asks, every two weeks, “How is

the CRM adoption going? What did the last assessment show? What are you learning about the

people who are struggling?” Not a technology consultant checking on system configuration. A

thinking partner checking on the leader’s sustained attention to the human side of the transition.

The Emotional Work of Technology Change
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Technology guides rarely acknowledge what every leader who has managed a digital transition

knows: it is emotionally exhausting. The leader who selected the system feels personally

responsible when adoption stalls. The leader who convinced the board to fund the investment

feels their credibility on the line. The leader who has to look a resistant employee in the eye and

say “I need you to change how you work” carries that conversation into every subsequent

interaction.

Technology change is organizational change, and organizational change is emotional work.

Building the resilience to sustain that emotional work over months — not just the launch week —

is a leadership capacity. It is not something technology training provides. It is not something a

vendor relationship provides. It is something coaching provides: a confidential space to process

frustration, examine your own avoidance patterns, and re-commit to the transition when your

instinct is to move on to the next thing.

Reflection Exercise: The Messy Middle Diagnostic

Think about a current or recent technology initiative. Answer honestly:

Do you know your adoption rate — what percentage of staff actively use the system as

intended? If not, that is your first action item.

When was the last time you personally asked a staff member how the transition is going?

Not a survey — a conversation. If the answer is more than a month ago, you may have

drifted.

Name one thing about the implementation that is not working. Have you said this out loud

to your team? Unspoken problems do not resolve themselves.

How many other significant changes is your organization currently managing? More than

two? You may be exceeding your organization’s change capacity. The next leadership

decision is not what to start — it is what to pause.

The leader who can answer these questions honestly is the leader whose transformation will

survive the messy middle.

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 
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For building the personal resilience to sustain leadership through prolonged organizational change, see Chapter 6 of

our companion guide: Purpose-Driven Leadership (free at cnpc.coach/purpose-driven-leadership-guide/). For

strategic sequencing of organizational priorities, see Chapter 5 of our Nonprofit Strategy Mastery guide (free at

cnpc.coach/your-guide-to-nonprofit-strategy/).
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You have just read about five leadership capacities that determine whether a nonprofit’s digital

transformation succeeds or fails: the ability to diagnose the technology-people gap before

investing, the confidence to make technology decisions without technical expertise, the

communication skills to lead resistant teams through adoption, the discipline to build a data

culture rather than just a data system, and the resilience to sustain change through the messy

middle when every instinct says to move on.

If you recognized yourself in even one chapter, this guide has done its job. But recognition is not

change.

Five Actions for This Week

You do not need to overhaul your technology strategy this month. You need to do one thing

differently this week in each of the five areas:

The technology-people gap: Identify one technology your organization currently uses. Ask

yourself: on a scale of 1–10, how well has the people side of this technology been managed? If

the answer is below 7, that is not a technology problem waiting for a technology solution. It is a

leadership problem waiting for a leadership conversation.

Technology decisions: Name the technology decision you have been avoiding. Write down the

four Mission-First Matrix questions from Chapter 2 and answer them for that decision. You may

discover the decision is less overwhelming than it feels — or that you know more than you

thought you did.

Team adoption: Pick one person on your team who is at Level 2 (Resistant) or Level 3

(Compliant) on the Adoption Ladder. Have a private, genuine conversation with them about their

specific concern. Not a survey. Not a reminder to use the system. A conversation: “What is

getting in the way?”
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Data culture: Answer the first question from Chapter 4’s reflection exercise: when was the last

time a data point changed a decision you made? If you cannot name a specific instance, the

problem is not your team’s data skills. The problem starts with you. Commit to asking “what

does the data say?” in your next team meeting.

Sustaining change: Check your organization’s change load. How many significant changes are

in progress right now? If the answer is more than two, the next leadership act is not starting

something new. It is protecting what you have already started by giving it sustained attention.

These are small actions. That is the point. Sustainable change starts with actions small enough

to complete this week — not ambitious digital transformation roadmaps that collapse under the

weight of daily operations.

Why External Support Accelerates Technology Leadership

Every chapter in this guide included a reflection exercise you can do alone. You can develop

technology decision-making confidence, change leadership skills, and data culture through self-

directed effort. Many leaders do.

But the research on coaching is clear about the difference structured support makes:

A meta-analysis of 39 randomized controlled trials — the gold standard of research design —

found that coaching produces a moderate, statistically significant positive effect across

leadership and personal outcomes (de Haan et al., Academy of Management Learning &

Education, 2023, n=2,528). Goal attainment showed the strongest coaching effect (g=1.29) in a

separate meta-analysis of workplace coaching studies (Frontiers in Psychology, 2023).

The Adoption Ladder

1
Unaware

Don’t know change

is coming

2
Aware but
Resistant

Know but don’t

want it

3
Compliant

Use because required,

don’t invest in learning

DANGER: Looks like

adoption, functionally isn’t

4
Engaged

Understand why it matters,

genuinely learning

5
Championing

Advocate, help others,

identify improvements
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The International Coaching Federation found that working with a professional change

practitioner was the most impactful activity for advancing organizational change — more

impactful than formal training programs or senior leader meetings alone. For the specific

challenges this ebook addresses — leading technology adoption, managing staff resistance,

sustaining multi-month change initiatives — coaching provides something no technology

vendor, webinar, or implementation guide offers: sustained, personalized support for the leader

who has to hold the entire transition together.

And the ROI numbers: the most rigorous single-company coaching ROI study found 529% return

on investment, rising to 788% when improved retention was included (MetrixGlobal Associates,

2001). Ninety-six percent of coached leaders said they would repeat the process (ICF/

PricewaterhouseCoopers Global Coaching Client Study, 2009).

How Coaching Supports Technology Leadership Specifically

The connection between coaching and technology leadership is not abstract. It maps directly to

the five chapters you just read:

The Evidence for Executive Coaching ROI

529%
ROI

MetrixGlobal 2001

Fortune 500 study

5.7x
Return

Manchester Inc. 2001

100 executives

7x
Median ROI

ICF/PwC 2009

Global study

96%
Would repeat

ICF/PwC 2009

Coached leaders
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Technology Leadership

Capacity
What Coaching Provides

Diagnosing the

technology-people gap

(Ch. 1)

Pattern recognition for the leader’s own tendency to overinvest in the

technology side and underinvest in the people side. The question: “Who is

affected by this change, and what do they need from you?”

Making technology

decisions (Ch. 2)

A confidential sounding board for thinking through options without

organizational politics or vendor pressure. The Mission-First Matrix

questions are coaching questions.

Leading resistant

teams (Ch. 3)

A space to process the frustration of slow adoption without losing

leadership composure. Help distinguishing rational resistance (listen to it)

from fear-based resistance (address it with empathy).

Building data culture

(Ch. 4)

Questions that surface the leader’s own relationship with data. The

discipline to ask “what does the data say?” starts in a coaching

conversation and transfers to the organization.

Sustaining change

through the messy

middle (Ch. 5)

Recurring accountability. A coaching session every two weeks is the

honest assessment cadence in action. The question that prevents drift:

“Last session you committed to reviewing adoption metrics. What

happened?”

How the Coaching Process Works

If you have never worked with a coach, the process may feel unfamiliar. Here is what it looks like

at the Center for Nonprofit Coaching:

Step 1: Preparation and Application

You submit a brief application at cnpc.coach/apply. It takes about five minutes. You describe

your role, your organization, and what you are hoping to address. This is not a test — there is no

wrong answer. It helps us understand your situation so we can match you with the right coach.

Step 2: Coach Matching
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Within a few business days, you receive a shortlist of ICF-credentialed coaches who match your

needs. You review their profiles, select your preferred options, and schedule an introductory call.

This is your choice — if the fit is not right, you choose someone else.

Step 3: Targeted Coaching

You work with your coach for six sessions, typically over three to six months. The sessions

focus on the specific challenges you bring — technology decision-making, team adoption, data

culture, change fatigue — not a generic curriculum. Your coach uses guided inquiry: asking

questions that help you examine your thinking, surface your assumptions, and develop your own

solutions.

This is not consulting (telling you what technology to buy) or training (teaching you how to use a

CRM). It is a structured process of supported self-development that builds lasting leadership

capacity.

“The framework and thoughtful coaching guided me towards decision making that

made for a stronger organization.” — A nonprofit professional

Step 4: Holistic Monitoring

Throughout the engagement, progress is monitored. There is a midway check-in and an end-of-

engagement survey. If the coaching relationship is not working, you can request a different

coach at any point. The goal is not to lock you in. It is to make sure you are getting value.

The Investment Case for Coaching

In a guide about technology leadership, the cost question is practical, not just promotional.

“I am so grateful to have found this program, as my previous searches for coaching

have been far out of the scope of resources of our organization or my own pockets.” —

From a coaching application: an executive director at a medium-sized nonprofit in New

York
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A CRM implementation consulting engagement costs $25,000 to $150,000. Executive education

programs at Kellogg or similar institutions run $3,000 to $8,000 for a multi-day course. Market-

rate executive coaching costs $5,000 to $15,000 for a comparable six-session engagement. At

the Center for Nonprofit Coaching, pricing is structured by organization size:

Small org (<$250K/

yr)

Medium org (<$500K/

yr)

Large org (>$500K/

yr)

Individual coaching (6

sessions)

$300 $400 $600

Team coaching (6 sessions) $500 $700 $1,100

A single day of CRM consulting costs more than CNPC’s entire six-session individual coaching

engagement for a small nonprofit. And the consultant configures a system. Coaching develops

the leader’s capacity to evaluate, decide, implement, and sustain technology change — not just

this time, but every time.

This is 85% or more below market rate. It is possible because our coaches are experienced ICF-

certified professionals who volunteer their time to serve the nonprofit sector. They are not

beginners building hours. Most hold PCC or MCC credentials and bring years of dedicated

coaching experience.

CNPC Coaching vs. Market Rate

CRM implementation consulting $25,000 – $150,000

Market rate coaching $5,000 – $15,000

Executive education (multi-day) $3,000 – $8,000

CNPC coaching (6 sessions) $300 – $1,100

A single day of CRM consulting costs more than CNPC’s entire six-session engagement
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“Providing professional coaching for non-profits at reduced costs makes an important

service much more accessible.” — An executive at a community action agency

For a small nonprofit whose leader is overwhelmed by a technology decision, whose team is

resisting a new system, or whose data sits unused because nobody has the bandwidth to make

it meaningful — $300 for six sessions is a leadership investment that makes sense. It is the

same kind of investment in organizational capacity, rather than just tools, that this entire guide

has been about.

Who This Is For

The Center for Nonprofit Coaching serves leaders at 501(c)(3) nonprofit organizations,

government agencies, and analogous mission-driven organizations. If you lead a nonprofit and

you recognized yourself in any chapter of this guide — avoiding a technology decision, frustrated

by a team that will not adopt, sitting on data nobody uses, watching a change initiative lose

momentum — you are exactly who this program was built for.

“I have my dream job now, largely thanks to coaching.” — A nonprofit professional

Your Technology Leadership Development Plan

Before you close this guide, take ten minutes and write down three things:

Where you are right now. Look back at the Technology Leadership Audit from Chapter 1.

What is your score? Which of the five areas is your biggest gap?

What you want to change. Of the five technology leadership capacities covered in this

guide, which one — if you developed it over the next six months — would make the biggest

difference in your organization’s ability to use technology effectively?

What your next concrete step is. Not your next five steps. One step. This week. It might be

one of the exercises from this guide. It might be a conversation with your IT-savvy board

member. It might be an application at cnpc.coach/apply.

1. 

2. 

3. 
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Continue Your Development

This guide focused on the leadership capacity that determines whether technology investments

succeed or fail — the human side of digital transformation. For the personal leadership skills

that underpin technology leadership, and for the strategic and financial dimensions of

organizational leadership, we have three companion guides:

Purpose-Driven Leadership — self-awareness, emotional intelligence, decision-making,

team leadership, resilience

Nonprofit Strategy Mastery — strategic clarity, organizational assessment, execution, board

alignment

Mastering Nonprofit Finances — financial confidence, cash flow, board financial

communication, financial resilience

Each is available at cnpc.coach/resources.

Apply for Coaching

If this guide resonated, coaching is the natural next step. Not because we said so — but

because five chapters of reflection exercises showed you the gap between where you are as a

technology leader and where your organization needs you to be, and you already know whether

you can close that gap alone.

The application takes five minutes: cnpc.coach/apply

The Center for Nonprofit Coaching has served nonprofit leaders since 2010. We are a 501(c)(3)

ourselves. We hold the Candid 2026 Gold Seal of Transparency. Our coaches volunteer their

professional time because they believe in the sector you serve.

You do not have to lead technology change alone.

Center for Nonprofit Coaching PO Box 1278, Red Oak, TX 75154 +1 (855) 755-CNPC cnpc.coach

• 

• 

• 
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You do not have to carry it alone.
The application takes five minutes.

Our coaches volunteer their professional time

because they believe in the sector you serve.

cnpc.coach/apply

Center for Nonprofit Coaching

PO Box 1278, Red Oak, TX 75154

+1 (855) 755-CNPC

cnpc.coach 
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