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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Mission-driven organizations, ranging from wildlife conservation groups to humanitarian
agencies, are increasingly recognizing the transformative potential of artificial intelligence (Al) to
enhance their impact while preserving core values. Many are already deploying Al in a bottom-
up, problem-driven manner across four key operational domains: external communication (e.g.,
personalized donor engagement), internal operations (e.g., HR automation, workflow efficiency),
insight generation (e.g., research, data cleaning, pattern discovery), and mission delivery (e.g.,
predictive monitoring, crisis mapping, wildlife protection). These applications demonstrate Al's
capacity not just for efficiency, but also to deepen trust, broaden access, and enhance overall
impact.

Despite the evident promise, mission-driven organizations face unique and persistent barriers
that distinguish their Al adoption journey from corporate counterparts:

- The Knowledge-Action Gap: A significant divide exists between staff's widespread personal
use of consumer Al tools (e.g., ChatGPT) and the organization's ability to translate this
familiarity into strategic institutional action. This leads to an expertise shortage and difficulty
keeping pace with rapid technological evolution. Collaborative efforts across the sector for
Al development are notably absent.

- Institutional Inertia: Leadership skepticism often treats Al as “just another buzzword,” resulting
in slow decision cycles and difficulties in developing compelling business cases for Al
investments, even small ones. Complicating matters are regulatory inconsistencies across
diverse operational geographies and Western-biased Al training data that limits effectiveness
in Global South contexts.



«  The Ethics Dilemma: Organizations encounter deep ethical tensions, such as using energy-
intensive Al for environmental goals or grappling with algorithmic opacity that undermines
transparency and accountability, especially with vulnerable populations. There are also
concerns about Al development perpetuating historical exploitation patterns.

. Data as Both Asset and Liability: While organizations possess decades of valuable program
data, much of it is fragmented, inconsistently collected, and therefore unsuitable for Al
applications. The complexity of privacy management and varied regulatory compliance
requirements across jurisdictions further compounds this challenge.

- The Dependency Trap: A heavy reliance on external, often large technology providers for Al
capabilities raises critical concerns about institutional autonomy, data sovereignty, and
geopolitical risks, potentially compromising their values-based approach to global challenges.

This white paper provides a practical roadmap for strategic Al implementation, offering actionable
guidance for both policymakers and decision-makers, as well as frontline practitioners. It
advocates foracomprehensive approachto Al integrationthat actively strengthens organizational
purpose. Key solution areas proposed include:

- Infrastructure Renaissance: Modernizing legacy administrative systems through systematic
Al integration and comprehensive process redesign, building enterprise-grade capabilities for
smart resource management, and leveraging real-time translation tools.

- Institutional Sovereignty: Mitigating dependency by building internal Al technical capacity,
maintaining strict control over Al models and data, and developing robust governance
frameworks focused on data confidentiality and bias prevention.

«  Mission Amplification: Utilizing Al to enhance core mission impact through more sophisticated
advocacy, advanced data analytics, and improved intervention design, transforming
historical data into strategic foresight for addressing complex global challenges.

«  Human-Centered Innovation: Prioritizing “centaur approach” models that keep humans central
to decision-making, favoring open-source and locally hosted Al solutions to ensure data
sovereignty, and developing Al-supported strategic foresight capabilities.

By adopting these strategic and practitioner-informed recommendations, mission-driven
organizations can achieve ethically grounded, sustainable, and mission-aligned Al
integration. This enables them to:

- Bridge the knowledge-action gap through regional Al learning cohorts and integrated Al
blueprints.

- Overcome institutional inertia by establishing executive Al strategy labs and standardizing
investment case templates based on social impact.



. Strengthen governance through mandatory ethics reviews and empowering affected
communities to call for independent audits of Al systems.

- Build resilient, mission-aligned data infrastructure by reforming data collection practices and
developing dynamic data governance charters.

«  Reclaim strategic control over Al systems and data through smarter Al contracts and cross-
sector working groups for digital independence, with a strong emphasis on including Global
South voices.

«  Future-proof Al for mission impact by mandating inclusive design and using Al to support
long-term strategic planning and risk identification.

- Empower practitioners by embedding Al literacy into daily work, redesigning roles for
human-Al collaboration (assigning Al to low-value tasks by default), defining clear human-
Al decision boundaries, providing embedded Al guides, forming cross-sector Al coalitions,
building organization-wide Al assurance protocols, partnering with verified newsrooms for
information integrity, tracking Al's operational ROI, and establishing adaptive Al governance
principles.

Ultimately, successfully navigating this transition will position these organizations as leaders not
only in their respective domains but as examples of how sophisticated institutions can harness
emerging technologies while strengthening rather than compromising their fundamental purpose
of addressing humanity’'s most pressing challenges.



1 Introduction




Mission-driven organizations worldwide are grappling with a fundamental question: how can
artificial intelligence enhance their impact while preserving the values that define their work?
From wildlife conservation groups analyzing camera trap footage to humanitarian agencies
predicting crisis hotspots, mission-driven organizations recognize Al's transformative potential.
Yet their path to Al adoption presents unique complexities, distinguishing them from their
corporate counterparts.

To understand these dynamics, the Civic Machines Lab at the TUM Think Tank collaborated
with WWF and the Innovation for Impact Network to conduct comprehensive research across
the mission-driven sector. The methodology employed a systematic qualitative approach,
beginning with structured interview guide development and data collection through extensive
interviews with sector experts. Following data cleaning and transcript preparation, the research
team conducted a thematic analysis using Braun & Clarke's (2006) reflexive framework
(Figure 1). This involved developing an initial codebook through collaborative transcript review,
iterative refinement of codes and themes through team discussion, and continuous revision to
identify overarching patterns across current practices, implementation challenges, and future
organizational outlooks. This rigorous process revealed both the remarkable innovation already
underway and the persistent barriers that prevent organizations from fully realizing Al's potential.

2 Generating
Codes

Reading and re-reading
transcripts, listening to
audio recordings,

noting initial ideas and
patterns that stand out

Reviewing
themes

Checking if themes work in

relation to coded extracts
and the entire dataset,

refining theme boundaries

Figure 1. The Reflexive Thematic Analysis Process

Systematically
identifying and labeling
interesting features of
the data that relate to
your research question

Collating codes into
potential themes,
gathering all relevant
coded data extracts
for each theme

The four-phase analytical framework employed in this study illustrates the iterative and interconnected
nature of Braun & Clarke's (2006) approach to qualitative data analysis. The overlapping circles
demonstrate how researchers moved fluidly between phases of data familiarization, code
generation, theme searching, and theme reviewing throughout the analytical process.



This white paper maps the complete landscape of Al adoption in mission-driven organizations
and provides a practical roadmap for strategic implementation. The analysis begins by examining
current Al practices in mission-driven organizations and exploring how organizations deploy
Al across four key domains: external communication, internal operations, insight generation,
and mission delivery. Real-world applications span from donor engagement and knowledge
management to crisis monitoring, revealing how Al is being used not just for efficiency, but to
deepen trust, broaden access, and enhance impact.

However, significant barriers persist. The research explores fundamental challenges
organizations encounter, including knowledge-action gaps, institutional inertia, ethical dilemmas,
data governance complexities, and technological dependencies. These interconnected obstacles
create persistent gaps between Al's promise and practical implementation.

Despite these challenges, mission-driven organizations maintain a compelling vision for
Al's role in their organizations’ future. The paper presents how practitioners envision Al as a
practical modernization tool, a strategic governance reshaper, and a collaborative partner that
complements rather than replaces human expertise.

Finally, the findings translate into actionable guidance. Drawing from both sector-wide analysis
and practitioner experiences, the paper delivers recommendations for overcoming barriers
and implementing Al as a collaborative tool that advances organizational missions, providing
strategic guidance for policymakers and practical steps for organizations ready to adopt Al
ethically and effectively.

This research emerges at a critical moment when mission-driven organizations must decide
not whether to adopt Al, but how to do so in ways that strengthen rather than compromise
their fundamental purpose. This paper provides essential guidance for navigating this challenge,
offering both analytical insights into current sector dynamics and practical recommendations
for organizations ready to harness Al as a strategic tool for advancing their missions.



Current Al Practices
in Mission-Driven

Organizations
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This section outlines how mission-driven organizations
are currently deploying Al across their operations.

Most Al adoption is bottom-up, problem-driven and
purpose-led, initiated by individuals who see a challenge
to fix. The use cases fall into four domains: external
communication, internal operations, insight generation,
and mission delivery. Collectively, they show how Al

is used not just to increase speed and scale, but to
deepen trust, broaden access, and enhance impact.

The Voice of the Mission

Al is improving how mission-driven organizations connect with the outside world. It enables
more personalized donor engagement, broader access to institutional knowledge, and faster
adaptation of public messaging. These tools support more targeted, transparent, and trusted
communication across audiences.

For donor engagement, Al is shifting engagement from generic outreach to more targeted,
emotionally intelligent communication. Organizations are piloting sentiment analysis and
predictive models to match donors with suitable programs, enhancing both efficiency and
personalization. These tools help identify donor interests, emotional tone, and values, enabling
tailored messaging that strengthens long-term relationships. Interviewees described efforts
ranging from building internal dashboards for fundraising teams to training models that segment
donors by likely engagement preferences.

To improve information access, organizations are using Al to transform institutional knowledge
into tailored outputs for different audiences to improve information access. Tools are being
developed so that users—such as policymakers or educators—can query internal datasets and
receive responses that are aligned with their professional needs. Al is also proving valuable for
navigating archived materials, helping teams extract lessons from inactive or historic projects,
and apply them to current programs.

In advocacy and public messaging, mission-driven organizations are experimenting with Al tools
that build campaign designs and strategies. They assist staff in drafting specific messaging,
connecting technical information to communication outcomes, and responding to changing
conversations in the public square. The intention is not to substitute the organization and Al lead
the message, but to improve the voice of the organization by linking internal expertise to external
impact.
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Time for What Matters

Al is being deployed to improve internal operations, usually through targeted, staff-led pilots.
Most efforts begin as small pilots aimed at resolving concrete operational pain points. Rather
than adopting Al for its own sake, teams are using it to remove friction, recover time, and
strengthen alignment between daily work and long-term mission delivery.

In HR and administrative tasks, Al is replacing outdated systems such as manual recruitment,
employee evaluations, and meeting documentation. These processes are being redesigned
as Al-supported workflows that automate scoring, summarize conversations, and support job
matching, lifting the administrative burden and enabling smoother, faster coordination.

In resource management, Al tools are being tested to optimize how physical and digital assets are
monitored. Pilots in the environmental space include smart waste bins, real-time dashboards, and
spatial mapping systems. These trials allow organizations to explore fit-for-purpose solutions
without locking into large-scale procurement, reflecting a mindset that combines operational
caution with openness to innovation.

For daily workflow, organizations increasingly integrate Al to reduce administrative burden and
improve knowledge access. Staff are using Al tools to summarize emails, locate archived content
and search internal databases; hence improving efficiency without increasing data vulnerability,
maintaining institutional memory, and enhancing continuity across teams.

From Data to Direction

Mission-driven organizations are harnessing Al to transform disconnected data into mission-
relevant insight. Current use cases focus on three main tasks: research and reporting, data
cleaning and integration, and pattern discovery across large, complicated datasets.

To manage complex datasets, mission-driven organizations are using Al to enhance research,
analysis, and reporting. These tools help staff summarize documents, conduct literature reviews,
extract themes from unstructured text, and draft reports tailored for diverse audiences. Al is also
used to flag inconsistencies or omissions in corporate sustainability reports. The aim is not
to replace expertise, but to accelerate evidence synthesis and scale analytical capacity while
maintaining rigour and contextual relevance.

Al is deployed to detect patterns in high-volume or complex datasets that are difficult to analyze
manually. This includes visual, spatial, and statistical recognition, such as scanning satellite
imagery for deforestation, reviewing thousands of camera trap images, or identifying trends in
long-term monitoring data. These tools support faster insight generation, improve the timeliness
of response, and enhance situational awareness in fast-moving or resource-constrained
environments.

In mission-driven organizations, Al is used to clean and integrate data by categorizing documents,
standardizing content, and merging internal records with external sources such as government
or geospatial datasets. This streamlines data preparation and ensures consistent, analysis-
ready inputs for evidence-based action.
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Eyes on the Frontlines

Mission-driven organizations use Al to anticipate risks, monitor crises, and respond in real
time. These tools support environmental hazard detection, conflict zone mapping, wildlife
protection, and sustainability oversight. By combining Al with geospatial, textual, and sensor
data, organizations are enhancing their monitoring systems’ speed, precision, and reach.

Mission-driven organizations are increasingly looking into the use of Al for predictive
monitoring, especially regarding environmental hazards, public health threats, and anticipatory
conflict management. Although most initiatives are still in early or pilot stages, interviewees
shared their aspirations to combine various datasets, such as livestock outbreak reports,
demographic information, and infrastructure data, to develop models that can identify emerging
risks and facilitate quicker response planning.

In conflict and disaster settings, Al is being used to provide rapid situational understanding.
Mission-driven organizations are using remote sensing satellite imagery, drones, and social
media analysis in conjunction to identify unsafe areas, monitor displacement, and enhance their
humanitarian response. This provides organizations with faster options and allows them to
improve the safety of civilians.

Al supports mission-driven organizations’ efforts to track and disrupt illegal wildlife trafficking.
Tools include image recognition, transaction pattern analysis, and automated document
screening to identify false declarations, financial anomalies, or suspicious behaviour across
digital platforms and border controls.

To protect biodiversity, organizations are deploying Al to analyze camera trap footage, satellite
data, and environmental sensors. These tools help detect animal movement patterns,
encroachment risks, and habitat changes in near real-time, supporting ecosystem resilience.

Al is helping mission-driven organizations review corporate sustainability reports, optimize energy
consumption, monitor environmental impacts, and even detect greenwashing or smart building
biofuel systems using smart sensors. Al systems help provide transparency and efficiencies for
organizations focusing on new climate initiatives.

Emerging / Pilot Use Established / Actively Used
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Figure 2. Al Use Cases in Mission-Driven Organizations

This matrix shows how mission-driven organizations are using Al today. Use cases are grouped by their purpose
(internal operations vs. mission delivery) and maturity (emerging vs. established). While tools like HR automation
and wildlife monitoring are widely used, areas like risk prediction and crisis mapping are still in early stages.



Challenges in

Al Adoption
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Mission-driven organizations encounter a complex set of
implementation barriers that reveal fundamental tensions
between their operational strengths and the requirements
for successful Al integration. These challenges provide
valuable insights into how sophisticated institutions
navigate emerging technologies while maintaining
organizational coherence and mission alignment.

The Knowledge-Action Gap

Organizations possess extensive knowledge about Al through widespread individual usage,
yet struggle to translate this familiarity into strategic action. While staff members routinely use
consumer Al tools, organizational leaders acknowledge having a considerable knowledge gap
about what an organization should do about Al. This gap represents a critical failure to translate
personal familiarity into institutional strategy.

The expertise shortage manifests in unexpected ways. NGOs capable of coordinating billion-
dollar humanitarian responses across multiple countries find themselves pursuing partnerships
with major universities for basic Al skills development. Organizations that routinely manage
complex international operations struggle to attract and retain qualified Al engineers, creating
capacity deficits that limit strategic technology deployment.

Technological evolution outpaces organizational learning cycles, creating persistent adaptation
challenges. The rapid shift from natural language processing to large language models
exemplifies how quickly institutional planning becomes obsolete. Organizations struggle to
complete tool evaluations before new alternatives emerge, forcing reactive rather than strategic
technology adoption despite their expertise in managing complex, rapidly evolving operational
environments.

Consumer tool dependency creates a particularly insidious barrier to strategic Al development.
It is perceived that although there is a tendency for individuals to default to using ChatGPT,
what is truly required are tools that effectively integrate into established workflows. This reliance
on familiar interfaces creates an illusion of organizational Al sophistication while preventing
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the development of integrated capabilities that could transform operational effectiveness.
Organizations mistake individual productivity gains for institutional Al maturity.

Cross-organizational collaboration, traditionally a sector strength, fails when applied to Al
challenges. Organizations that routinely coordinate complex multi-agency humanitarian
responses operatein isolation when developing Al governance frameworks, tool selection criteria,
and training programs. This represents a significant missed opportunity for shared learning and
resource efficiency in an area where collective expertise development would provide substantial
benefits.

Institutional Inertia

Leadership skepticism extends beyond typical technology adoption resistance. Many executives
view Al through the lens of previous technology cycles, with some considering it “just another
buzzword like blockchain or big data” requiring extended evaluation periods. Recent internal
assessments reveal a concerning distribution of attitudes: very low numbers of enthusiastic
early adopters, a majority expressing cautious optimism while worrying about implementation
risks, and a notable minority holding predominantly negative views about Al deployment. This
resistance pattern stems more from uncertainty about organizational implications than from
demonstrated technical limitations.

Organizations face a measurement paradox that undermines strategic technology investment.
Institutions capable of articulating complex impact metrics for major humanitarian programs
to external donors struggle to develop business cases for modest Al tool subscriptions. This
suggests fundamental gaps in technology evaluation frameworks rather than simple budget
constraints, as organizations routinely approve significantly larger expenditures with less
sophisticated analytical justification.

Geographic complexity compounds implementation challenges across diverse operational
environments. Regulatory inconsistencies across dozens of countries create compliance
burdens that multiply with each new Al application. Some jurisdictions lack basic digital
governance structures, while others enforce strict data localization requirements. Meanwhile,
Western-biased Al training data reduces tool effectiveness in Global South contexts where much
humanitarian work occurs, limiting practical value despite technical functionality.

The Ethics Dilemma

Environmental organizations confront particularly stark mission-technology contradictions.
Conservation groups implement energy-intensive Al solutions to advance environmental
objectives, creating difficult trade-offs between operational efficiency and environmental impact.
These organizations lack frameworks for conducting comprehensive benefit-harm analyses
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across multiple impact dimensions, particularly when weighing immediate efficiency gains
against longer-term environmental costs.

Practitioners identify concerning parallels between current Al development patterns and historical
exploitation. Some experience a sense of extracting value from the Global South, “similar to
colonialism.” For organizations built around equity and justice principles, these resemblances
to extractive economic models create profound ethical tensions that existing decision-making
frameworks cannot easily resolve.

Transparency requirements conflict with algorithmic opacity in ways that challenge fundamental
organizational values. Organizations committed to beneficiary accountability and participatory
approaches struggle with Al systems that cannot adequately explain decision processes.
This becomes particularly problematic when serving vulnerable populations who may lack
technological familiarity or decision-making capacity in crisis situations.

Data as Both Asset and Liability

Organizations possess extensive program data spanning decades of implementation, yet struggle
to leverage this information strategically. Data becomes a hurdle for NGOs, having abundant but
little usable data. This paradox stems from inconsistent collection methodologies that render
most historical information unsuitable for Al applications despite its potential analytical value.

Standardization failures extend to areas where consistency might be expected. Humanitarian
operations, despite established protocols, collect different information sets across countries,
preventing comparative analysis or shared learning. Project-level data frequently remains isolated
within individual program structures, requiring special access requests for cross-organizational
utilization. These barriers limit organizations’ ability to develop comprehensive Al applications
that could enhance overall effectiveness.

Privacy management complexity increases as Al capabilities become embedded in standard
enterprise software. Organizations can no longer selectively avoid Al tools but must develop
comprehensive data protection strategies across their entire technology infrastructure while
maintaining operational efficiency and stakeholder service quality. This challenge intensifies
when handling sensitive beneficiary information across multiple regulatory environments.

Regulatory compliance requirements vary dramatically across operational jurisdictions, creating
implementation complexity that scales with geographic scope. Someregions lack comprehensive
data protection frameworks, creating vulnerability risks, while others enforce strict localization
requirements that conflict with cloud-based Al services. Organizations typically adopt the
most restrictive standards across all operations, limiting functionality even in less regulated
environments.
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The Dependency Trap

External provider reliance has become unavoidable for most organizations lacking internal Al
development capacity. Organizations find themselves dependent on major technology platforms
like Microsoft and OpenAl to access Al capabilities, often preferring solutions that promise data
containment within their existing infrastructure. This dependency extends beyond software
licensing to fundamental questions about institutional autonomy and strategic control over core
organizational capabilities.

Data sovereignty concerns intensify when operating across multiple jurisdictions with varying
regulatory requirements. Organizations must navigate complex compliance landscapes
where some countries prohibit data exports entirely, while many Global South regions lack
comprehensive data protection regulations altogether. This regulatory patchwork forces
organizations to develop sophisticated data governance strategies that account for the most
restrictive requirements across all operational contexts.

Geopolitical risks compound these challenges as Al capabilities become concentrated among
technology providers based in specific countries. Organizations committed to global equity and
justice face uncomfortable questions about potential surveillance implications, data jurisdiction
conflicts, and the broader power dynamics inherent in technological dependence. The historical
parallel to colonial resource extraction becomes particularly relevant when considering how Al
development patterns may perpetuate existing global inequalities.

Alternative approaches require precisely the technical capacity and cross-organizational
collaboration capabilities that represent the sector's primary implementation challenges.
Organizations face difficult choices between technological capability and institutional
independence, creating strategic tensions that many institutions lack frameworks to resolve
effectively. The result is a gradual shift toward technological dependence that may fundamentally
alter how mission-driven organizations operate and maintain their values-based approach to

global challenges.
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Figure 3. Challenges in Al Adoption
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This chart illustrates the five most pressing barriers mission-driven organizations face in integrating Al effectively.



Future Outlook
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While current challenges reveal significant
implementation barriers, mission-driven organizations
are developing sophisticated visions for Al integration
that address these obstacles while advancing their

core missions. These aspirational approaches
demonstrate how organizations plan to transform current
limitations into strategic advantages, moving beyond
today’s fragmented adoption toward comprehensive

Al integration that preserves institutional values

while enhancing operational effectiveness.

Infrastructure Renaissance

Organizations envision fundamental restructuring of their operational foundations through
systematic Al integration that directly addresses the knowledge-action gaps and institutional
inertia identified in current implementations. This transformation represents a decisive shift
from legacy administrative systems toward intelligent infrastructure that streamlines operations
while preserving organizational coherence.

The modernization imperative centres on comprehensive process redesign rather than
incremental tool adoption. Leaders articulate plans to systematically examine and automate
internal processes, particularly those still reliant on paper-based workflows that require manual
signatures and physical filing. This systematic approach responds directly to the consumer tool
dependency problem by building enterprise-grade capabilities that integrate seamlessly with
existing institutional workflows rather than requiring staff to adapt to external platforms.

Smart resource management pilots emerge as critical testing grounds for demonstrating concrete
Al value while addressing current measurement challenges. Organizations plan comprehensive
digitization projects, deploying sensor networks across entire operational areas. Environmental
organizations are piloting smart waste management systems with connected bins that provide
instant data analysis and mapping, alongside Al-powered water consumption monitoring. These
initiatives provide quantifiable evidence of Al effectiveness that can inform broader strategic
decisions and overcome leadership skepticism while advancing environmental mission
objectives.

Real-time translation and accessibility capabilities represent direct responses to the collaboration
failures that currently limit cross-organizational Al development. Organizations recognize
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that Al-powered translation tools, including ChatGPT-style interfaces, can eliminate language
barriers that have historically constrained global coordination. Practitioners anticipate that
language barriers will essentially disappear through real-time translation capabilities within the
next few years, emphasizing how these tools enable immediate communication across diverse
operational contexts while preserving cultural nuance essential for effective humanitarian work.

Institutional Sovereignty

Organizations recognize that overcoming dependency traps requires fundamental changes in
governance frameworks and internal capacity development. This strategic approach prioritizes
organizational autonomy over technological convenience, directly addressing the sovereignty
concerns that have emerged as critical barriers to sustainable Al adoption.

Building technical capacity in-house represents the most significant strategic shift from current
external provider dependency. Organizations plan to recruit and develop internal Al expertise as
a core institutional capability rather than outsourcing to external partners. Leaders acknowledge
that while NGOs aren't traditionally frontrunners in Al capabilities, this represents one of the future
core capabilities organizations must develop because it affects their fundamental processes.
This approach recognizes that while outsourcing may provide short-term solutions, long-term
institutional effectiveness requires bringing in technically skilled staff who understand both Al
capabilities and humanitarian contexts.

Maintaining strict control over Al interactions addresses transparency concerns through
comprehensive governance frameworks focused on data confidentiality, bias prevention, and
trust preservation. Organizations plan robust oversight processes that extend beyond checking
outputs to controlling which Al models are used, what information sources are incorporated, and
how prompt engineering affects results. This emphasis on maintaining control over Al results is
particularly critical when using Al to identify priority areas after emergencies to analyze sectors
needing intervention, highlighting the importance of developing processes that safeguard
sensitive beneficiary data while ensuring algorithmic decisions align with institutional values
and mission objectives.

Mission Amplification

Beyond operational efficiency, organizations envision Al as a catalyst for enhanced mission
impact through more sophisticated advocacy, analysis, and intervention design. This represents
the most transformative aspect of future planning, where Al becomes integrated to achieve
organizational goals rather than simply supporting administrative functions.

Al-driven advocacy initiatives leverage data analytics to strengthen evidence-based policy
recommendations and program optimization. Organizations plan to harness Al capabilities to
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advance biodiversity conservation, climate action, and the UN Sustainable Development Goals
through enhanced data-driven advocacy approaches. Environmental leaders demonstrate
enthusiasm about how Al will enable better advocacy to support biodiversity projects and climate
initiatives, leveraging finance to support improved conservation goals and demonstrating how Al
amplifies rather than replaces core mission work.

Strategic applications extend to complex global challenges where Alanalytics enhance intervention
timing and resource targeting. Organizations particularly emphasize using institutional memory
and historical program data to create more effective, future-oriented missions. This approach
transforms the abundant but currently unusable data challenge into strategic intelligence that
informs policy development and demonstrates concrete impact to stakeholders and funders,
positioning organizations as thought leaders who provide data-driven insights to guide broader
social change efforts.

Human-Centered Innovation

Future visions consistently emphasize maintaining human agency and institutional values
throughout Al integration. This approach directly responds to job security concerns and ethical
tensions while establishing frameworks for sustainable adoption that preserve organizational
identity and mission effectiveness.

Al-human collaboration models prioritize what practitioners describe as a “centaur approach” that
keeps humans in decision-making loops while using Al to eliminate repetitive tasks. Organizations
emphasise the crucial importance of keeping humans in the loop when it comes to decision-
making, regardless of where Al is applied. This collaboration framework addresses resistance
patterns by positioning Al as enhancing human capability rather than replacing professional
judgment, particularly in areas requiring contextual understanding and ethical reasoning that
define effective humanitarian work.

Open-source technology preferences reflect strategic responses to dependency concerns
and values alignment challenges. Organizations plan to prioritise transparent, locally-hosted Al
solutions that ensure data sovereignty and avoid dependence on proprietary systems. Many
organizations are planning to host open source solutions on-premises to ensure that sensitive
data never leaves their facilities, articulating how community-led innovation and local control
align with institutional values around transparency and accessibility while addressing geopolitical
risks and vendor lock-in concerns.

Strategic foresight capabilities represent sophisticated planning applications where Al supports
long-term institutional thinking through scenario simulation and risk identification. Organizations
are implementing Al-powered strategic planning processes that create future scenarios and
conduct comprehensive preparedness analysis. These capabilities address the complexity
challenges that currently overwhelm organizational planning by providing analytical support
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for anticipating change and strategically preparing for emerging humanitarian crises, climate
impacts, and development opportunities across extended time horizons.

These future visions demonstrate how mission-driven organizations plan to transform current
Al adoption challenges into strategic advantages through systematic integration approaches
that preserve institutional values while enhancing operational effectiveness. The emphasis on
sovereignty, human-centred design, and mission alignment suggests pathways for responsible
Al development that maintain the collaborative and values-driven approaches that define
effective humanitarian and development work.

Strategic Impact

Institutional Sovereignty Mission Amplification
— In-house Al capacity — Al for advocacy, global goals, policy, analytics

—> Control over data, model, and oversight — Historical data into strategic foresight

frameworks

Infrastructure Renaissance Human-Centered Innovation

Internal Focus

— Digitalization, workflow automation — Centaur models, open-source Al, inclusive design

— Real-time accessibility tools — Real-time planning tools

Operational Readiness

Figure 4. Future Outlook in Al Adoption

Four future-facing priorities for Al adoption in mission-driven organizations—mapped
by internal vs. external focus and strategic vs. operational aims.

External Focus
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Mission-driven organizations are at a crossroads, Al
adoption is speeding up, but governance, infrastructure,
and workforce readiness remain uneven. To bridge
this gap, this section outlines two sets of actionable
recommendations. First, recommendations are
drawn from our analysis of sector-wide use cases,
challenges, and future outlooks. Second, practitioner-
informed recommendations reflects priorities

voiced by practitioners, capturing what staff on

the ground need to make Al work in real settings.
Together, they offer a roadmap for ethically grounded,
sustainable, and mission-aligned Al integration.

These recommendations aim to help mission-driven organizations move from productivity-
focused Al (automating tasks) to impact-focused Al (amplifying mission outcomes). When
implemented, organizations will achieve both operational efficiency and enhanced mission
delivery.

Strategic Recommendations for Policymakers and Decision Makers

These proposals are drawn directly from the three core sections of this report: Use Cases,
Challenges, and Future Outlook. Each recommendation addresses a key barrier to effective Al
adoption and offers concrete, actionable solutions.

Build Resilient, Mission-Aligned Data Infrastructure

Mission-driven organizations sit on decades of valuable data but lack the structure to use it safely
or strategically. Fragmented collection methods, inconsistent formats, and legal uncertainty
create barriers to Al readiness, while growing reliance on embedded Al tools increases exposure
to privacy and compliance risks.

Reform Data Practices at the Point of Entry. Standardize collection protocols across programs
and geographies based on variables that are Al-compatible, ethically relevant, and context-
sensitive. Prioritize formats treadiness, whilere interoperability—not just donor reporting.
Use of the Innovation for Impact Network’s Innovation Evidence Toolkit can guide data
collection design for maximum utility.

Develop Dynamic Data Governance Charters: Move beyond static data policies. Develop
adaptable governance charters that set clear rules for how data is collected, shared, and
used in Al systems. Include specific clauses on localization, cross-border data flows, and
protections for vulnerable groups. Ensure these charters can be updated as laws and
technologies evolve.


https://www.responseinnovationlab.com/innovation-evidence-toolkit
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Bridge the Knowledge—Action Gap

There's a growing gap between the enthusiasm for Al and the capabilities of organizations to
implement it effectively. Many organizations are stuck in a phase of experimentation stage;
They are experimenting with generic tools, such as ChatGPT, that are not adequately utilized;
lacking internal knowledge and expertise; and acting largely in isolation, which limits their ability
to take advantage of momentum, efficiently adopt technology, and most importantly, realize
opportunities.

«  Build Internal Al Learning Communities: Organizations should create internal peer learning
groups, inviting partner CSOs to participate. Follow the model in the UN Innovation Network’s
“Cultivating UN Innovation Communities” guide. Start with monthly sessions where staff
share Al experiences, using BRAC's Failure Report approach to openly discuss failures
alongside successes. This builds on existing partnerships rather than requiring new regional
infrastructure.

- Link Al Funding to Proven Organizational Readiness: The sector needs an approach to Al
funding that connects financial support with demonstrated readiness. Funders should require
evidence of organizational preparedness before approving Al grants, while organizations
must invest time in developing thoughtful integration strategies before seeking funding. This
mutual accountability ensures Al investments lead to meaningful mission impact rather
than failed experiments. The readiness assessment should cover technical integration, staff
capacity, ethical safeguards, and clear success metrics that align with organizational values.

Overcome Institutional Inertia

Even with an increase in interest, organizations often find themselves stuck in pilot phases due
to skepticism, structural misalignment and clarity of value propositions. Leaders face pressure
to innovate but lack the tools to build an Al adoption plan that aligns it with institutional priorities
and context.

«  Leadership Needs To Set Clear Al Direction: Executive teams should integrate Al planning into
existing strategic processes. Use IFIN's Innovation Criteria Checklist to assess organizational
readiness, adapting it to include data governance, ethical considerations, and technical
capabilities.

Strengthen Governance to Resolve Ethical Tensions

Al is being employed in mission-driven organizations and creating unresolved tensions
between operational objectives and the values organizations hold. For instance, environmental
organizations use carbon-intensive models to serve sustainability missions without the tools to
think through long-term trade-off implications. Justice-oriented organizations use Al with opaque
decision-making processes that undermine transparency and equity. Existing governance
structures are incapable of balancing competing demands.

«  Establish Leadership-Led Ethics Education: Leadership should educate all staff on what
responsible Al use means and how to apply value-aligned Al principles from project start.
This includes training staff to identify ethical risks early, understand bias detection, and
recognize when human oversight is non-negotiable. Staff should understand both how to
use the evaluation framework and why each ethical criterion matters for mission integrity.
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- Create a Mission-Driven Al Investment Framework: Develop a unified evaluation system that
prioritizes Al projects based on: potential social benefits (lives improved, communities served,
problems solved), environmental impact (carbon footprint, sustainability contributions), and
ethical risk assessment (bias potential, transparency requirements, vulnerable population
impacts). Projects must pass ethical review criteria before advancing to implementation
planning.

«  Create Community Feedback Channels for Al Systems: Establish clear, accessible
ways for beneficiaries to raise concerns about Al decisions. This could include dedicated
email addresses, community liaison roles, or regular feedback sessions. Include beneficiary
representatives in periodic Al governance reviews. Make it standard practice to explain
when and how Al is being used in programs, giving communities the information needed to
provide meaningful input.

Take Back Control of Al Systems and Data

Many mission-driven organizations rely heavily on outside Al companies, which can limit their
independence and expose them to legal and political risks. To stay true to their values and remain
in control, organizations need to take practical steps to manage their own Al systems, protect
their data, and reduce long-term dependence on big tech providers.

«  Negotiate Strategic Al Vendor Agreements: Update procurement rules to include checks
for political and legal risks. Require vendors to show who else is involved in their Al systems,
and how they would protect access during crises or conflicts.

«  Collaborate for Shared Al Solutions: Form partnerships with peer organizations to develop
common tools, share implementation costs, and maintain collective control over mission-
critical systems. This isn't about each organization building everything independently, but
about the sector working together to reduce dependence on commercial providers. Ensure
Global South voices are central to these collaborations to rebalance power in the global Al
ecosystem.

Future-Proofing Al for Mission Impact

Mission-driven organizations see Al as a key part of their work, not just a side tool. It should
support people, protect values, and stay useful in the long run. These recommendations show
how to bring Al into daily work in a way that is ethical, inclusive, and built to last.

- Mandate Inclusive Design in Al Development: Require Al tools to include multilingual
access, simplified outputs, and real-time translation by default. These functionalities are
essential infrastructure for equitable service delivery in crisis, low-literacy, and disability
contexts.

« Use Al to Support Future Planning: Provide strategy teams with Al tools to explore
possible futures, test different decisions, and plan for risks. This helps organizations move
from reacting to problems toward anticipating and shaping what comes next.
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Practicioner-Informed Recommendations

Mission-driven practitioners are not asking whether to adopt Al, but how to do so meaningfully,
safely, and in alignment with their values. The following recommendations reflect on-the-ground
realities and innovations from staff across sectors.

Incorporate Al Literacy into Regular Work

Practitioners stressed that Al literacy should not be a one-and-done training, but rather be

integrated into daily work. Many teams do not have clear pathways for learning or accessible

places to understand both the potential benefits and pitfalls of Al

« Launch Peer-Led Al Literacy Loops: Empower staff champions to lead short, recurring
micro-trainings across departments. Webinars, walkthroughs, and scenario-based sessions
should be tailored to specific team functions.

Redesign Roles Around Human-Al Collaboration

Staff want Al to remove routine burdens, not creativity. Al should amplify what humans do best,
not reverse it.

«  Assign Al to Low-Value Tasks by Default: Make it policy to test Al first on repetitive or
undesirable tasks before expanding to higher-stakes domains. Track what gets offloaded
and reallocate saved time toward mission-critical work.

Safeguard Human Oversight in Every System

Practitioners fear losing control, not just over data, but over decision-making authority and
purpose. Human oversight is non-negotiable.

. Define Clear Human-Al Decision Boundaries: Create process maps that specify which steps
require humanreview, especially in sensitive areas like targeting, eligibility, orrisk assessment.

Turn Al Into a Practical Assistant, Not Just a Tool

Even small interface barriers can block adoption. Practitioners highlighted how accessible,
guided support makes the difference between experimentation and meaningful use.

- Deploy Embedded Al Guides and First-Step Coaching: Invest in visible, low-friction support
within Al tools, like internal "Al advisors,” guided click-throughs, or peer-led screen shares, to
walk staff through usage in real time.

Form Cross-Sector Partnerships for Mission-Driven Al
Al cannot be built in isolation. Mission-driven organizations are already co-developing with

academics, tech companies, and financial institutions to fill capability gaps and reduce
duplication.
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«  Create Issue-Focused Al Coalitions Across Sectors: Support co-design partnerships with
academia, tech providers, and financial actors, structured around shared use cases like anti-
money laundering, climate monitoring, or misinformation.

Protect Organizational Control and Data Integrity

Practitioners raised concerns around Al-generated outputs, source reliability, and loss of control
over decisions. These aren't theoretical—missteps here affect real communities.

«  Build Organization-Wide Al Assurance Protocols: Introduce review checkpoints for critical Al
outputs, ensuring model selection, data sources, and prompt engineering follow predefined,
auditable standards. Combine technical validation with ethical review.

Use Al to Strengthen Information Integrity, Not Undermine It

Practitioners see promise in linking Al tools with trusted media to counter disinformation and
reinforce public trust.

«  Partner with Verified Newsrooms for Al-Media Integration: Build alliances with reputable media
outlets to train Al models on verified data. Promote transparency dashboards and use Al to
trace, not distort, information flows.

Track Al's Operational ROI to Justify Investment

Practitioners see clear cost-benefit value in some Al tools—but only when measured. ROI
estimates help justify licenses and training, especially in resource-constrained contexts.

«  Develop ROI Metrics for Al Use in Core Operations: Introduce frameworks to track time savings,
cost offsets, and efficiency improvements from Al deployments. Use these data points to
guide procurement decisions and negotiate vendor terms.

Establish Adaptive Al Governance Principles Across Contexts

While global Al policies provide direction, mission-driven organizations operate in diverse
environments with different legal, cultural, and operational conditions. Practitioners emphasize
the need for adaptable frameworks.

« Define Shared Principles, Enable Localized Governance: Develop a set of overarching Al
governance principles covering ethics, data use, and transparency that can be adopted or
adapted by country offices. Avoid one-size-fits-all mandates and allow flexibility for local
contexts and regulatory environments.
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Implementation Roles and Responsibilities

While the above recommendations emerge from different sources—expert analysis of sector-
wide challenges and direct insights from practitioners—implementation requires coordination
across organizational levels. Organizations are most successful when they align strategic vision
from leadership with operational expertise from managers and daily practice insights from
frontline staff.

Figure 5 illustrates how these evidence-based recommendations can be operationalized across
different organizational roles, ensuring that Al adoption efforts are both strategically sound and
practically grounded.

For Leadership (Executive,
Board, Directors)

For Managers (Department
Heads, Team Leads)

For All Staff & Practitioners

Cross-Cutting (Multiple Actors)

Overcome Institutional Inertia

Setting a Clear Al Direction + Prioritization
of Al Projects by Social and Environmental
Impact

Strengthen Governance to Resolve
Ethical Tensions

Ethics Reviews in Al Decisions + Community
Feedback Channels for Al Systems

Take Back Control of Al Systems and Data
Strategic Al Vendor Agreements +
Collaboration for Shared Al Solutions

Future-Proofing Al for Mission Impact

Build Resilient, Mission-Aligned Data
Infrastructure

Reforming data practices at the point of
entry + Dynamic Data Governance Charters
Redesign Roles Around Human-Al
Collaboration

Assign Al to Low-Value Tasks by Default
Safeguard Human Oversight in Every
System

Define Clear Human-Al Decision Boundaries

Bridge the Knowledge-Action Gap

Internal Al Learning Communities + Linking
Al Funding to Proven Organisational
Readiness

Incorporate Al Literacy into Regular Work
Peer-Led Al Literacy Loops

Turn Al Into a Practical Assistant, Not Just
aTool

Deploying Al Guides and First-Step Coaching

Protect Organizational Control and Data

Form Cross-Sector Partnerships for
Mission-Driven Al

Issue-Focused Al Coalitions Across Sectors
Use Al to Strengthen Information Integrity,|
Not Undermine It

Partner with Verified Newsrooms for Al-Media
Integration

Establish Adaptive Al Governance
Principles Across Contexts

Define Shared Principles, Enable Localised

Inclusive Design + Al for future planning Track Al's Operational ROI to Justify Integrity Governance
Bridge the Knowledge-Action Gap Investment Organization-Wide Al Assurance Protocols
Internal Al Learning Communities + Linking Developing ROI Metrics for Al Use
Al Funding to Proven Organizational
Readiness
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Figure 5. Implementation Roles and Responsibilities

Leadership (Executive, Board, Directors) should focus on strategic direction-setting, resource
allocation, and governance oversight. These roles are essential for creating organizational
conditions that enable successful Al adoption while maintaining mission alignment.

Managers (Department Heads, Team Leads) serve as crucial translators between strategic vision
and daily operations. They design systems, facilitate training, and ensure that Al integration
supports rather than disrupts core workflows and team dynamics.

All Staff & Practitioners bring essential frontline insights about where Al can genuinely add
value versus where human judgment remains irreplaceable. Their feedback loops are critical for
ensuring Al tools enhance rather than complicate mission delivery.

Cross-Cutting Initiatives (Multiple Actors) require collaboration across organizational levels
and often extend beyond individual organizations to sector-wide partnerships and shared
infrastructure development.
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Yet implementation remains uneven. Organizations capable of coordinating billion-dollar
humanitarian responses struggle to translate individual Al familiarity into strategic institutional
capabilities. Five interconnected challenges create persistent barriers: the gap between
widespread individual Al use and organizational strategy development; leadership skepticism
and measurement difficulties that keep organizations stuck in pilot phases; ethical tensions
where environmental groups use energy-intensive Al for conservation goals; data management
problems where decades of valuable information remains unsuitable for Al applications;
and growing dependence on major technology platforms that may compromise institutional
autonomy.

Despite these obstacles, practitioners maintain a clear vision for Al's role in their organizations’
future. They envision Al as a practical modernisation instrument that removes bureaucratic
friction while preserving human agency, a strategic governance reshaper that builds internal
capabilities rather than outsourcing control, and a collaborative partner that complements rather
than replaces human expertise. This vision emphasises human-in-the-loop approaches, open-
source solutions, and governance frameworks grounded in moral responsibility rather than
technical standards alone.

The path forward requires coordinated action across multiple levels. Strategic recommendations
address systemic barriers through regional learning cohorts, executive strategy labs, and
dynamic governance frameworks that balance innovation with values preservation. Practitioner-
informed approaches emphasise peer-led literacy development, human-Al collaboration models,
and adaptive governance principles that acknowledge operational diversity across jurisdictions.

Mission-driven organizations possess unique advantages for responsible Al development that
position them as valuable partners for the broader technology ecosystem. Their commitment
to transparency, accountability, and beneficiary-centred approaches provides essential
perspectives for addressing Al's societal implications. Their operational experience across
diverse regulatory environments offers insights into governance frameworks that balance
innovation with protection.
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The organizations that successfully navigate this transition will emerge as leaders not only
in their respective domains but as examples of how sophisticated institutions can harness
emerging technologies while strengthening rather than compromising their fundamental
purpose. Success requires neither wholesale technological adoption nor defensive resistance,
but thoughtful integration that enhances the values-based approach defining mission-driven
work.

The fundamental question posed at the outset about enhancing impact while preserving values
finds its answer not in perfect solutions but in deliberate choices. Mission-driven organizations
are uniquely positioned to develop these answers through collaborative learning, strategic
experimentation, and unwavering commitment to their core mission. The future of Al in this
sector will be determined by the wisdom with which organizations integrate technological
capabilities into the essential work of addressing humanity’s most pressing challenges.
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