
The Major Shifts in Technology for the 
Nonprofit Finance Office 

The modern nonprofit finance office has come a long way from handwritten ledger books, but 
your organization must stay on top of technological trends so you can continue to move forward.

What Technological Era Is Your Nonprofit Finance Office In?

From bell-bottom pants to neon leg warmers, it can be fun to look back on how things have changed over time. But while 
fashion often resurfaces with new iterations, the processes and technology we used to run nonprofit financial offices are 

better left to old pictures and stories used to scare interns.

DOS TO WINDOWS®: 1980s to Mid-1990s

Switch from manual processes and 
heads-down data entry to a new way to 
manage and store information.

EVENT THAT IMPACTED THIS ERA:
Launch of Windows and the Graphical Interface

WHERE WE WERE: 
We used typewriters to write checks 
and ledgers.

⮟

WHAT CHANGED: 
The move from DOS to Windows changed 
how finance thought about software and 
reporting capabilities.

⮟

HOW FINANCE MOVED FORWARD: 
Finance teams had to adapt to creating 
reports and managing information.

⮟

The move to on-premises enterprise 
resource planning systems raised the 
bar for nonprofit finance teams to 
manage data and share that 
information with stakeholders.

EVENT THAT IMPACTED THIS ERA:
Sarbanes-Oxley Act of 2002

WHERE WE WERE: 
Basic Data Inputs and Outputs

WHAT CHANGED:  
Finance teams were able to do more complex 
data analysis through databases. Also, some 
transparency-focused regulations aimed at the 
for-profit sector trickled down into the 
nonprofit industry.

⮟
⮟

HOW FINANCE MOVED FORWARD: 
New technology and growing expectations from 
stakeholders moved nonprofits from task-oriented 
bookkeeping to an integrated finance-focused 
approach to nonprofit fund accounting.

⮟

Y2K: Mid-1990s to 2007

Reliable anytime, anywhere access broke 
down silos but also increased expectations 
of transparency from donors and 
community members.

EVENT THAT IMPACTED THIS ERA:
Privacy and Cybersecurity Regulations Such as HIPAA

⮟
⮟

⮟

WHERE WE WERE: 
A Few Cloud-Based Tools and Specialized 
Finance Roles

WHAT CHANGED:  
High-speed internet and high-powered computing 
enabled more data integrations, giving 
organizations additional insight into how they were 
driving impact and increasing the focus on data 
protection. Generational shifts and technological 
expectations caused donors to hold nonprofits to 
a higher standard of transparency and security.

HOW FINANCE MOVED FORWARD: 
True fund accounting became necessary to 
meet the stewardship requirements from 
regulatory agencies and donors. 

⮟
⮟

⮟

WHERE WE ARE: 
A Focus on Technology Integrations and Data-Driven 
Decisions to Create Impact

WHAT HAS CHANGED:  
Pandemics, natural disasters, economic uncertainty, 
and cultural shifts accelerated change and threw 
years of best-laid-plans out the window. The 
nonprofits best situated to meet the needs of their 
communities had a strong technological foundation 
and a culture of iteration. 

HOW FINANCE MOVED FORWARD: 
Today, the finance team must understand how technology 
can create efficiencies while people provide the necessary 
human touch to budgeting, forecasting, and strategy. 
There must be a standard process, but it has to be flexible 
to address a persistent cycle of change.

MOVE TO THE CLOUD: 2016—2020

HOSTING EARLY ADOPTION: 2008—2015

Early cloud-based technology gave organizations 
more flexibility in how they worked with their 
communities and shared their progress.

EVENT THAT IMPACTED THIS ERA:
The Great Recession

WHERE WE WERE: 
A finance team had siloed, limited, and 
basic insight into the whole organization.

⮟

WHAT CHANGED: 
Cloud-based technology such as ACH and EFT 
made data faster and more accurate, but the 
2008 recession created an increase need that 
many nonprofits were not prepared for.

⮟

HOW FINANCE MOVED FORWARD: 
The finance roles began looking outside 
the organization and breaking into specific 
focus areas: the analyst to help visualize 
the data, the accountant to manage debits 
and credits, and the CFO as the steward 
focused on resiliency.

⮟

WORKING IN THE METAVERSE: 2020—Now

With a consistent stream of technological 
advances and an increasingly urgent community 
need, organizations must stay process-driven and 
open to iteration.

EVENT THAT IMPACTED THIS ERA:
COVID-19

How to Move Forward When Your Nonprofit Finance 
Systems Are Stuck in the Past

The pace of change is not slowing down, no matter how much we want it to. If your 
financial processes aren’t keeping up with technology, spend some time thinking about 

what is hindering your progress. 

FEAR OF CHANGE
It’s easy to stick with what you know, but what you 

know could be causing your organization to miss out 
on opportunities to drive impact. Identify peer 

organizations that you think are a few steps ahead of 
you and set up a time to talk about their processes. 
Seeing how things could be different can help you 

shake the fear of change.

COST OF NEW TECHNOLOGY
The right system not only saves money but improves 

efficiency for your staff, improving their working 
conditions. Take a hard look at what you spend on the 

actual technology as well as more intangible costs, 
such as turnover, when deciding if a piece of software 
is necessary. And if you still aren’t quite ready to make 
the jump, look for free or low-cost software that can 

help you make the case for a larger investment. 

Ready to learn more about keeping your financial processes and 
systems future-focused? 

Check out our panel discussion The Times They Are A-Changing: Is Your Financial Office, Too?, to learn how four 
nonprofit finance professionals have adapted to the technology changes over the past few decades.

Go to panel discussion

https://hello.blackbaud.com/FENXT-ThoughtLeadership-WebinarSeries-2022

