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Nonprofits run on
purpose. HR keeps
that purpose moving.

The reality you’re solving for

This isn’t an 
edge case. It’s 
the norm. And 
it’s where most 
HR systems start 
to show strain

Nonprofit HR doesn’t operate in clean lines. That’s what makes 
system decisions harder. What works in a corporate environment 
often breaks under nonprofit complexity.

You’re managing:
• Part-time, seasonal and multi-role employees 

• Staff across programs, locations and funding structures 

• Compliance across changing regulations 

• All with a lean team supporting hundreds or more

If you’re evaluating HR software, you’re not starting from 
scratch. You’re trying to fix something that isn’t working.

• Too many systems 

• Too much manual effort 

• Not enough visibility 

• And a team that’s already stretched thin 

This guide is designed to help you make a confident,
defensible decision.

By the end, you’ll be able to:

• Identify what’s holding your current setup back 

• Evaluate vendors based on real nonprofit needs 

• Confidently justify your decision internally



Why most HR systems
fail nonprofits

What that mismatch 
looks like in practice:
These gaps don’t show up all at once. They build over 
time in the day-to-day work your team handles.

• Disconnected tools create duplicate data entry

• Spreadsheets hold critical processes together 

• Manual compliance tracking increases risk 

• HR acting as the system “glue” 

The issue is that very few HR systems were built for this environment. 
What looks good on paper often breaks down in practice.

Most platforms were designed for:

• Stable, full-time workforces 

• Centralized structures 

• Predictable processes 

That’s not your reality.
Most nonprofits don’t need more tools—they need a single, 
all-in-one HCM platform that brings everything together. This is 
where purpose-built platforms like People First, powered by MHR, 
begin to stand apart.

Over time,
these aren’t 
workarounds. 
They become 
the way your
organization 
works.



The real cost of
staying where you are
It’s easy to accept inefficiency when your team is used to 
working around it. But the impact extends far beyond HR. And 
it adds up over time.

Operational impact
The day-to-day strain adds up quickly, especially for lean 
teams already operating at capacity.

• Hours lost to manual admin every week 

• Slower onboarding and hiring cycles 

• Limited ability to scale without adding headcount 

Stategic impact
When HR is stuck in execution mode, higher-value initiatives 
don’t get the attention they need.

• Leaders making decisions without full visibility 

• Engagement and retention initiatives taking a back seat 

Organizational risk
What feels manageable today can quickly become a risk, 
especially during audits or reporting.

• Compliance gaps that can affect funding and reporting 

• Inconsistent processes across locations or programs

It impacts
the entire
organization:

This isn’t
just an HR
problem.

For nonprofits, the 
cost is amplified:
Every inefficiency 
pulls time and 
resources away 
from your mission. 



Redefining “flexibility”
(what really matters)
Flexibility is one of the most overused terms in HR software— 
and one of the least clear. For nonprofit teams, it needs to 
mean something specific and practical.

Most vendors claim flexibility. Few deliver it where it matters.

This level of flexibility only works when systems are unified, not 
spread across disconnected tools.

Reflect your workforce as it actually exists
If your system can’t model your workforce, it forces 
your team to compensate.
• Support multi-role employees and varied contracts 
• Handle part-time, seasonal and distributed teams 
 without workarounds

Reduce admin—not redistribute it
Technology should remove effort, not shift it from one 
person to another.
• Automate repetitive processes 
• Use AI to accelerate routine tasks and support  
 better day-to-day decisions
• Enable real employee and manager self-service 

Build compliance into daily workflows
Compliance shouldn’t rely on memory, spreadsheets 
or last-minute checks.
• Not tracked in spreadsheets 
• Not dependent on one person’s knowledge 
• Not reactive
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If a system 
can’t do these 
three things
consistently,
it isn’t flexible
—it’s fragile.



Your
nonprofit
HR decision 
framework

The best HR system 
isn't determined by the 
length of its feature list, 
but by how effectively
it supports your 
day-to-day operations.

Use this framework to 
evaluate any vendor—
including us.

Start by pressure-testing whether the system can truly
reflect how your organization runs today—not how vendors 
assume it should.

Question: Can the system handle how your
workforce actually operates?

What good looks like:
• Multi-position employees managed in one record 
• Easy tracking across programs, roles and locations 
• No need for duplicate profiles or manual adjustments 

Red flags:
• Workarounds required for part-time or multi-role staff 
• Separate systems for different workforce types  

Workforce reality fit1

Your system architecture will either simplify your operations
or quietly add complexity over time.

This is where an all-in-one HCM platform makes the biggest 
difference by replacing disconnected tools with a single, 
unified system.

Question: Are you simplifying your stack, or adding to it?

What good looks like:
• One platform across HR, onboarding, talent and compliance 
• Single source of truth for employee data 
• No rekeying between systems 

Red flags:
• Reliance on integrations to “connect” core workflows 
• Multiple logins, inconsistent data, manual syncing 

System architecture
(all-in-one vs stitched together)2

Disconnected
systems are one of 
the biggest drivers of 
inefficiency and error 
risk in nonprofits.



More organizations are using automation and AI to reduce 
manual work and remove repetitive tasks from HR workflows.

Many systems promise efficiency but still rely on HR to keep 
things moving. The real question is how much work actually 
comes off your team.

Question: Does this reduce work—or just move it around?

What good looks like:
• Automation of onboarding, document collection, approvals 
• Employee and manager self-service that’s actually used 
• Clear workflows with minimal HR intervention  

Red flags:
• HR still manually chasing forms, updates or approvals 
• “Self-service” and a user experience that creates
 more questions than it solves 

In nonprofit environments, compliance is a constant. Your 
system should reduce risk, not introduce more of it..

Question: Can you trust the system to keep you
aligned and audit-ready?

What good looks like:
• Compliance embedded into workflows 
• Clear visibility into employee status, eligibility
 and documentation 
• Audit-ready reporting without manual prep 

Red flags:
• Compliance tracked in spreadsheets 
• Heavy reliance on individual knowledge

Compliance confidence4

Administrative load3

Your
nonprofit
HR decision 
framework



Without clear data, even the best leadership teams often 
make reactive decisions. Your system should bring clarity—
not more noise.

Modern platforms go further. They use AI to surface patterns 
and highlight issues that might otherwise go unnoticed.

Question: Can leadership really see what’s happening?

What good looks like:
• Clear reporting across hiring, engagement and
 workforce trends 
• Data that supports board-level and funding decisions

Red flags:
• Data spread across systems
• Reports that require manual consolidation 

Visibility and decision-making5

Your
nonprofit
HR decision 
framework

Adoption is where many systems succeed or fail. If employees 
and managers don’t use it, the burden falls back on HR.

Question: Does the system work for all your people—
not just your processes?

What good looks like:
• Mobile-first access for distributed and non-desk staff 
• Clear, intuitive self-service 
• Tools that support engagement, communication
 and development 

Red flags:
• Low adoption outside HR 
• Processes that rely on HR to complete basic tasks 

Employee experience
(not just HR experience)6



What this looks
like in practice

• Onboarding happens without
 manual chasing 

• Employee data flows from hiring through
 to development 

• Managers can act without relying on HR 
 for every step 

• Compliance becomes part of the
 process—not a separate task 

• AI supports faster decisions by surfacing 
 insights and trends from workforce data

• HR shifts from reactive to strategic 

When systems align with how your organization
operates, the impact is immediate. Work flows more 
naturally. Friction starts to disappear.

This is the outcome of moving from disconnected
systems to an all-in-one HCM platform.

For lean
teams, this isn’t 
incremental. It’s 
a fundamental 
shift in how work 
gets done.



Mini case study: From reactive
HR to real-time visibility

Organization profile
A nonprofit institution based in the UK, Leeds Trinity University operates 
with a lean HR team supporting a complex, multi-role workforce.

The challenge
Like many mission-driven organizations, Leeds was working 
across fragmented systems with limited resources. Processes 
had evolved over time, but not in a way that scaled with demand.

• Employee data lived in spreadsheets 
• Reporting was manual and time-intensive 
• Leadership lacked timely access to workforce insights 
• Peak hiring cycles increased administrative strain 

Producing quarterly workforce reports could take up to a 
week—making it difficult to move from reactive support to 
proactive planning. 

The impact
The results were felt quickly across both HR and leadership teams.

• Reduced reliance on manual spreadsheets 
• Lower administrative burden for HR 
• On-demand access to workforce KPIs 
• Faster reporting cycles (from days to on demand) 
• Stronger, data-driven decision-making across leadership

The shift
By moving to a unified HR platform, Leeds was able to simplify 
how work got done across the entire employee lifecycle.

• Recruitment processes were digitized end-to-end 
• Spreadsheets were replaced with a centralized system 
• Core workflows were automated across hiring and HR operations 
• Leaders gained direct access to live workforce data 

This shows what’s
possible when HR
systems are built to
support lean teams and 
complex workforces, 
without relying on 
manual processes to 
hold everything together.

Why this
matters



Designed for workforce complexity
Built to reflect how nonprofit teams actually work—not force
them into rigid models.

• Supports multi-role, multi-location and non-traditional
 workforce structures 

• Adapts to how nonprofit teams operate every day 

Built for lean HR teams
Reduces dependency on manual effort and frees up capacity
where it matters most.

• Automation reduces manual workload 

• AI helps accelerate routine tasks and supports more informed 
 decision-making

• Self-service empowers employees and managers 

• Frees up time for higher-impact work

All-in-one by design
As an all-in-one HCM platform, People First brings HR, recruitment, 
onboarding, talent and compliance into a single system. 

It eliminates fragmentation so your team can operate from a 
single, consistent system.

• HR, recruitment, onboarding, talent and compliance in one platform 

• Eliminates data silos and duplicate entry 

Focused on people, not just processes
Designed for adoption across the organization—not just within HR.

• Tools for engagement, communication and development 

• AI-powered insights help identify trends in engagement,
 performance and workforce needs

• Built to be used by everyone, not just administrators 

This reflects a broader shift toward unified platforms that connect 
people and technology into one streamlined experience.

Where 
People
First fits
At this stage, the question 
isn’t whether you need
a change, it’s what kind
of system will actually 
deliver one. This is where 
platform design makes 
the di�erence.

People First, powered by 
MHR, is an all-in-one HCM 
platform built speci�cally 
for organizations operating 
in this reality.



The standard 
to hold every 
vendor to.

A quick self-check
before you decide

• Are we still relying on spreadsheets to make our
 systems work? 

• Do we have a single, reliable source of employee data? 

• Can our system handle part-time, seasonal and 
 multi-role staff without workarounds? 

• Is compliance built into our workflows—or
 managed separately? 

• Are we reducing admin—or just managing it differently? 

• Can leadership access the data they need without 
 manual reporting? 

• Scale with your organization 

• Reduce dependency on manual processes 

• Give your team time back 

• And support the people and programs driving
 your mission

Before moving forward, take a step back and assess your current 
state. This helps ground your decision in real operational 
needs—not vendor messaging.

Make a decision you
can stand behind
The right HR platform should do more than solve today’s problems. 
It should give your organization the stability and flexibility to grow 
without adding complexity.



Turning data into decisions
• Is workforce data unified across tools? 
• Can leadership access clear, up-to-date 
 insights without manual reporting or
 anecdotal information?

YES
NO
PARTIAL

Engaging your workforce
• Does the platform support communication 
 across deskless and remote teams? 
• Can you track engagement and sentiment 
 over time?

YES
NO
PARTIAL

Embedding compliance
• Is compliance built into workflows or
 managed separately? 
• Can you identify issues before they
 become reporting risks?

YES
NO
PARTIAL

Supporting lean HR teams
• Does the platform reduce repetitive HR tasks 
 through automation and self-service? 
• Can employees access information without 
 relying on HR for routine questions? 

YES
NO
PARTIAL

Reflecting workforce complexity
• Can the platform handle multi-role, seasonal 
 and program-based staff natively? 
• Does onboarding adapt to different types
 of workers?

YES
NO
PARTIAL

Supporting lean HR teams
• Does the platform reduce repetitive HR tasks 
 through automation and self-service? 
• Can employees access information without 
 relying on HR for routine questions? 

YES
NO
PARTIAL

Use this checklist to evaluate vendors and identify 
where your current approach may be falling short.

Choosing the
right system isn’t 
simply comparing 
features— it’s about 
understanding how 
well a platform fits 
the realities of
your organization.

Your
nonprofit
HR decision
checklist



Ready to move forward?

Let’s talk.

Look for an all-in-one 
HCM platform that:
• Reflects the realities of nonprofit HR 

• Reduces admin for lean teams 

• Brings your data, workflows and people into one place 

If you’re at the point where evaluation needs to 
turn into action, the next step is a conversation 
grounded in your reality.

We’ll walk through your current setup, your
priorities and how People First supports the way 
your organization actually works—so you can 
make a confident, informed decision.

https://mhrglobal.com/us/en/demo?utm_source=Website&utm_medium=Guide&utm_campaign=NFP20+Buyers+Guide


About MHR
MHR has been driving innovation across the HR technology space for over 40 years. We don’t just meet the industry 
standard, we exceed it. Engineered with the latest SaaS technology, our product, People First enables increased 
employee productivity and organizational growth with a demonstratable return on investment. 

People First is guided by what our customers and the market demand in a rapidly changing world.
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