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INTRODUCTION

Over the past several decades, information technology IT has become indis-
pensable to millions of businesses Despite great strides, nonprofits lag behind for-
profit and government organizations hen it comes to IT adoption Corder, 2001

irschenbaum unamneni, 2001 Several reasons are given for this lag
Research has sho n that nonprofit leadership is often ary of technology
Berlinger Teeni, 1999 Some contend that foundations need to provide better
support for IT initiatives Robertson, 2001 Others argue lack of resources and
e pertise conspire to keep nonprofits behind the curve Forster, 2003 Seley
Wolpert, 2002 A group of technologically infused activists is addressing these
problems simultaneously they call themselves circuit riders

Circuit riders travel throughout regions of the United States and parts of
Europe providing technology assistance to nonprofit organizations As one organi-
zation providing such services defines the group:

Circuit Riders are a community of people ith technology skills ho help
nonprofit organizations be more effective through the use of technology
We share a spirit of generosity to ards each other and a commitment to
social justice, a healthy environment and human dignity We hold a funda-
mental belief that technology and all of its benefits must be made available
to everyone Media umpStart, 2002

Where did these modern circuit riders come from What do they do Ho
This chapter ans ers these uestions, discussing the historical role of technology
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circuit riders in the US nonprofit sector Circuit riders, hich subscribe to a spe-
cific model of nonprofit technology assistance provider NTAP , are an increasingly
important part of the nonprofit sector NTAPs are organizations and individuals
that consult and train nonprofit and grassroots organizations on information and
communication technologies As such, they are responsible for helping nonprofit
organizations adopt information and communication technologies

The NTAP field has gro n considerably in the past ten years Their trade asso-
ciation, the Nonprofit Technology Enterprise Net ork, estimates there are bet een
t o thousand and ten thousand groups and individuals acting as NTAPs, depending
onho the activity is categorized In contrast, there are more than 1 6 million non-
profit organizations in the United States Weitzman, alandoni, Lampkin, Pollak,
2002 Ho ever, NTAPs have significance far beyond their numbers Among non-
profits, they act as hat Czarnia ski- oerges 1990 calls merchants of meaning
in the sector In other ords, NTAPs aggregate demand, make sense of technology,
apply it in nonprofit and grassroots settings, and spread innovation throughout the
sector Within nonprofits, NTAPs shape the use of technology, hich in turn
changes the organization s structure and practices Orliko ski, 1992, 2000

Despite challenges from the many alternative models of technology assistance
that have appeared over the years, circuit riders remain a vital and important
source of technology e pertise in the sector, especially for organizations in lo -
resource environments The market for technology assistance to the nonprofit sec-
tor has been stratified by service provider and size of the nonprofit served Mar ell

McInerney, 2005 Circuit riders, ho ever, continue to service small- to medium-

sized nonprofits, ith staff sizes of zero to t enty-five and annual budgets bet een
zero and 500,000, sometimes as high as 1 million Circuit riders, as ill be
e plained later, tend to ork in niches ithin the nonprofit sector but are particu-
larly active among social justice, environmental, and advocacy groups Their dis-
tribution is the result of political inclinations and path dependencies set in motion
early in the circuit rider history

The chapter proceeds as follo s After a brief description of the research meth-
ods employed in data collection and analysis, I describe the birth and gro th of the
circuit rider movement in the United States, sho ing ho institutional entrepre-
neurs organized a field and carved out a space for technology in the nonprofit dis-
course Finally, I e plain hy circuit riders have been and continue to be important
sources of information technology e pertise in the nonprofit sector

METHODS

The empirical data for this chapter come from a three-year multisited ethnog-
raphy, hich combined several ualitative methods to collect data about the his-
tory of nonprofit technology assistance providers I conducted field ork through-
out the United States at NTAP organizations, as ell as at nonprofit technology
conferences and similar events throughout the United States Ethnographic field-

ork consisted of ten to t enty hours per eek of participant observation as ell
as informal intervie s In addition to field ork, I conducted eighty-four formal
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ualitative intervie s and three focus groups, all of hich ranged from forty min-
utes to four hours Intervie s ere tape-recorded and transcribed Respondents
included NTAP e ecutive directors and staff members, circuit riders, and founda-
tion program officers Modified sno ball sampling as used to select intervie ees
and field sites, the appropriateness of hich ere independently confirmed by his-
torical data I supplemented and corroborated field ork and intervie data by col-
lecting and analyzing electronic and physical documents, including marketing
materials, Web sites, e-mails, reports, memos, agendas, and so on I collected doc-
uments from four sources: 1 field ork, 2 NTAP e-mail Listservs, 3 Web site cap-
tures, and 4 the Internet Archive http: archive org Web site captures
allo ed me to preserve the other ise transient materials organizations and indi-
viduals post on the Internet Internet Archive research allo ed me to e amine his-
torical Web materials that have since vanished from the public record

THE FIRST WAVE: EARLY NONPROFIT TECHNOLOGY ASSISTANCE

Some of the earliest models of technology assistance to the nonprofit began
ith support from Steve obs of Apple Computers The Technology Resource Cen-

ter as founded in 1982 as one of the first concerted efforts to provide information
technologies to the nonprofit sector The Technology Resource Center held non-
profit technology conferences annually, attracting consultants and computer
enthusiasts and funneling additional technology resources into the nonprofit sec-
tor Several successful NTAPs came out of these early meetings, including the IT
Resource Center in Chicago ITRC , Desktop Assistance in Montana, and Compu-
Mentor in San Francisco

Aside from the Technology Resource Center meetings, early NTAPs orked
mostly in isolation If they met at all to recognize each other s achievements, it as
at the periphery of management assistance organization meetings, like the Alliance
for Nonprofit Management, hich gained popularity and legitimacy in the 1980s as
an academic field of nonprofit management as coming into e istence at business
schools and ne ly formed nonprofit education programs O Neill Young, 1988
The 1980s, ho ever, ere particularly difficult times for nonprofits Many struggled
to keep their doors open, unable to pay for hat they sa as ancillary services, such
as technology and management assistance Beilefeld, 1992 In Chicago, the IT
Resource Center survived the lean times ith the help of local foundations and cor-
porate volunteers Much of hat remained of the Technology Resource Center
movement essentially ceased operating, eventually merging ith the Alliance for
Nonprofit Management and operating as an affinity group ithin its confines

By the 1990s, the trends to ard retrenchment in the nonprofit sector ere
being compounded ith increased calls for accountability, especially in the ake of
scandals With issues of accountability and fiscal responsibility at the forefront of
nonprofit discourse, the mantra for the 1990s became organizational effective-
ness Ed ards Hulme, 1996 Herman Renz, 1997, 1999 Rojas, 2000 Foun-
dations, nonprofit leaders, politicians, and the public ere all asking the same
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uestion: ho could nonprofit organizations be more effective One ans er, given
by management assistance organizations and business schools, as through better
management and stronger boards Bradsha , Murray, Wolpin, 1992 Duca, 1996
Green Greisinger, 1996 Another as to build technical capacity in the sector by
rekindling the nonprofit technology assistance community

THE SECOND WAVE: MODERN CIRCUIT RIDING

Aside from a handful of isolated providers, the field of nonprofit technology
assistance appeared effectively defunct by the late 1980s and throughout the early
1990s By the mid-1990s, rapid technological change and the gro th of the Inter-
net reduced the costs of computing and increased the number of reasons for using
it, especially among nonprofit organizations eeping abreast of technological
advances no longer meant being competitive in the private sector it as simply
taken for granted Ho ever, the nonprofit sector lagged ell behind both the busi-
ness and government sectors and sho ed little sign of gaining ground Associates,
2001 Corder, 2001 irschenbaum unamneni, 2001

Several reasons ere given for this lag: nonprofit leadership is often ary of
technology Berlinger Te eni, 1999 , foundations did not provide ade uate sup-
port for IT initiatives Robertson, 2001 , and a lack of resources and e pertise con-
spires to keep nonprofits behind the curve Forster, 2003 Seley Wolpert, 2002
Addressing these three problems simultaneously are a group of technologically
infused activists organizing under the moniker Circuit Rider

The Roots of Circuit Riding

By the late 1990s, computers ere becoming less e pensive and easier to use,
the Internet as uickly becoming a mainstream communications medium, and
Gavin Clabaugh as doing penance in the nonprofit sector Clabaugh had orked
as a futures consultant, doing trend analysis on soft are he and a friend developed
for large multinational corporations It as not long before he considered a career
change: We decided, to save our afterlives, e ere going to change our focus and
begin to ork ith the progressive nonprofit community personal communica-
tions, August 6, 2002

In making the shift, Clabaugh formed a partnership ith the Telecommunica-
tions Cooperative Net ork TCN, a cooperative that purchased and resold long-
distance time for its member nonprofits TCN also had a small consulting arm,

hich helped nonprofits purchase and install telecommunications e uipment,
such as phone systems and fa machines Clabaugh, ho became manager of the
consulting department, noticed a sharp decline in demand for TCN's consulting
services in the 1990s He concluded that nonprofits lacked the discretionary
income to invest in technology, that nonprofits are, by definition, dedicated to
mission If given a choice bet een a dollar for mission and a dollar for infrastruc-
ture, they ill spend it on mission personal communication, August 6, 2002
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To change this trend, Clabaugh ent to here the money as: foundations
Foundations had played a significant role in founding TCN to do telecommunica-
tions buying, so the organization had strong relationships ith the funding com-
munity Clabaughs idea as that rather than focusing on individual nonprofit
organizations and improving their effectiveness TCN ould focus on programs and
issues personal communication, August 6, 2002 The logic as to engage foun-
dations on a different level Foundations prefer to support programs rather than
infrastructure As Clabaugh describes, Foundations do not like to fund general
support This stuff technology falls under general support Ho ever, if you take it
to an issue, it becomes voter turnout Foundations fund projects they fund pro-
grams personal communication, August 6, 2002 Clabaugh argued that by focus-
ing across as opposed to ithin organizations, technology as programmatic,
not infrastructural This focus meant that instead of orking ith a single organi-
zation, TCN ould ork ith a genre of nonprofits, such as social justice groups

Making It Work: The Pilot Project

The first to try Clabaugh s novel approach as the W Alton ones Foundation
WA F WA F supported environmental policy groups and, in 1994, funded a lo -
emissions vehicles zero-emissions vehicles initiative among fifty of its grantees
The grantees consisted of environmental groups, researchers, and scientists located
throughout the United States Clabaugh insisted that to do their ork these groups
needed the Internet, especially e-mail, to communicate To this end, WA F con-
tracted ith TCN to provide a consultant to connect the fifty grantees to the Inter-
net Clabaugh s innovation as connecting technology assistance to programmatic
foundation funding In doing so, he solved the problem of funding IT access and
adoption among nonprofits, at least ithin specific niches

Giving the model a name  With support from WA F, Clabaugh had developed a
ne technology assistance model Early NTAPs ere simply multifunction consul-
tants They forged no affinity to the groups that hired them and often kne little
about hat the group actually did With his model, Clabaugh sought to change this
relationship, connecting the consultant to the mission To differentiate the model,
he first had to give it a name Recalling itinerant preachers of yore, he called it Cir-
cuit Riding

Hiring a circuit rider Funding programs and forging an affinity bet een the
consultant and the organization ere more than rhetorical moves They entailed a
ne orientation for foundations, nonprofits, and consultants In 1995, ith the
support of WA F, Clabaugh hired the first circuit rider, eremy Edes-Pierotti Unlike
other technology assistance providers, Edes-Pierotti had no formal training in
technology or consulting Instead, Edes-Pierotti had an insider s understanding of
the policy environment He e plains hy he as hired:

Because of my understanding of ho public policy advocacy orked They
TCN thought that as a more important skill to have because the circuit
rider for this particular project as going to be orking ith environmental
and public health groups helping them figure out ho to mobilize their
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constituencies and to use technology for that So the technology piece as
secondary emphasis added That as the easy partto learn It ould have
been much harder if they had decided to hire a technology person and
teach them ho public policy and advocacy and lobbying and all that stuff

orks in the United States You cannot learn thatin a couple of months
personal communication, August 23, 2003

Edes-Pierotti spent the ne t year traveling throughout the United States help-
ing fifty WA F grantees connect to the Internet and to each other Researchers have
found that leaders in nonprofit organizations often resist the introduction of com-
puters into their ork Berlinger Teeni, 1999 The circuit rider as able to over-
come any latent opposition because of his affiliation ith the foundation Edes-
Pierotti e plains:

There as a little bit of cachet I carried because hen Icalled the non-
profit , I did not identify myself as being ith TCN Iidentified myself as
being ith the foundation, not as an employee, but orking on a foundation
project All these organizations kne aboutit, and they anted more money
from the foundation So, they ere less likely to blo me off because if they
ble me off and it got back to the foundation, it might jeopardize their
opportunity to get future funding personal communication, August 23,
2002

The early ork of a circuit rider At this early stage, the nonprofits ith hich
the circuit riders orked had primitive, if any, information and communications
technologies ICTs The circuit riders job as most often installing basic ICTs and
training staff and leaders ho to use them The primary task of Clabaugh s circuit
rider e periment as to get the fifty selected WA F grantees connected to the Inter-
net At the organization, that entailed purchasing basic hard are, such as modems
and net ork cards, and installing them Computer interfaces ere clunky, at best,
during the mid-1990s, so some level of e pertise as necessary to install and con-
figure a modem Connecting the rest of the office to a local area net ork as often
a daunting task, re uiring the circuit rider to spend up toa eek orking in a sin-
gle organization to install, configure, and troubleshoot a net ork, a task that today

ould take an afternoon

Circuit riding as not a hit-and-run operation Part of Edes-Pierottis job as
to maintain the net orks he installed Because these net orks ere situated
throughout the United States, this job entailed phone support Edes-Pierotti kne
the inner orkings of the policy arena, but, as noted, he lacked formal technology
training Technology support tasks ere distributed throughout TCN, hich had an
in-house technical staff The circuit rider, although alone in visiting organizations,
had a strong staff on hich he could rely for technical support

Writing the gospel: The W Alton ones circuit rider report  The contract bet een
TCN and WA F  as meant to support only a pilot project At the end of the year,
staff from both organizations dutifully rote a report describing the project s out-
comes The report featured a description of the circuit rider model, case studies of
organizations helped by the program, details of the project s success, and lessons
both organizations learned in the process By many indicators, the project as a
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success Groups orking ith the circuit rider ere satisfied, WA F s Listserv about
lo -emissions vehicles zero-emissions vehicles as abuzz ith discussions about
the potential of ne transportation modes, and more than fifty nonprofit organiza-
tions ere no communicating ith each other over the Internet at a cost of less
than 125,000 TCN, 1996

The report s findings, ho ever, ould have implications beyond satisfying fun-
der re uirements They provided a set of guidelines for future applications of the
circuit rider model Some of the key findings from the report, hich ere later
adopted by others, include the follo ing:

Circuit riders are best organized around a specific issue or initiative A
rifle, not a shotgun approach TCN, 1996, p 19 By dra ing the boundary
around orkthis ay, TCN grounds circuit riding in affinity relations ith the
nonprofit organizations they assist

Circuit riding should be a component of grant making The report calls on
foundations to include technology assistance as part of their grants This idea
connects to a larger discourse around organizational effectiveness and capac-
ity building among nonprofits, hich as popular at the time Cutt Murray,
2000 Forbes, 1998 nauft, Berger, Gray, 1991 Light, 2000 Murray
Tassie, 1994 Circuit riders ere often uneasy about the connection bet een
their ork and the dialogue around capacity building Instead, they preferred
to think of their ork as serving some higher good, like toughening environ-
mental protection la s Ho ever, connecting circuit riding to grant making
also ties technology to philanthropy, hich lends legitimacy to the circuit rider
and information technology

Circuit riders should keep their independence TCN, 1996, p 22
Although circuit riders are foundation funded, they remain free agents They
enter the nonprofit ith foundation legitimacy and resources but can remain
neutral to the politics bet een grant makers and grantees

Circuit riders aggregate e periences among the organizations they serve,
spreading best practices throughout As circuit riders traverse the country,
they share and translate ideas about hat orks on the organizational level In
this ay they are merchants of meaning Czarnia ski- oerges, 1990 Non-
profit leaders are often ary of technology Berlinger Teeni, 1999 It is not
enough to come into the nonprofit ith foundation cachet Circuit riders had
to build trust in order to get their ork done successfully According to the
report, building trust entails meeting for drinks, meals, or a uick game of
tennis TCN, 1996, p 23 Dirk Slater, a longtime circuit rider e plains, I
think beer is very important for us I mean going out and having beer after the
day and having some social time is really important personal communica-
tion, une 5, 2003

The WA F circuit rider report became an important part of the dialogue about tech-
nology assistance to the nonprofit sector One circuit rider, Carnet Williams,
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described it as one of the early milestones of here e circuit riders came from
personal communication, September 16, 2003
Practicing hat they preach: The WA F circuit rider program  The W Alton ones
Foundation, impressed ith the success of their pilot project, decided to pick up
the program internally, eventually hiring t o circuit riders, Sean O Brien and Todd
oym Like Edes-Pierotti, neither had formal technology training, but both had
policy backgrounds O Brien as a recent Ph D in rainforest ecology oym had a
master s degree in public affairs Pete Myers, director of WA F, described the foun-
dation s decision to pick up the project in a video made at the 2000 Riders Roundup:
The foundation decided to step in and bring ne resources and hopefully some
ne thinking that ould allo e periments to play out about ho the Internet and
a variety of ne uses of electronic communication could be brought to bear to
achieve programmatic goals O Brien, 2000
The idea of being a circuit rider remained foreign to most in 1997 Circuit
rider as not a job title that WA F could list in a ne spaper to solicit candidates
O Brien e plains ho he became a are of the position:

They WA F called me up and said to me this thing e are doing, is this
something you ould be interested in When Ilearned more aboutit,I as
definitely interested Whata cool thing to do Ithink if Ihad seen the job
description, Iprobably ould have been interested in applying, but Iproba-
bly ould have assumed I as not ualified I might have gone for it any-

ay, butIdo notkno thatI ould have thoughtthis as for me personal
communication, August 14, 2002

As the WA F circuit rider program gre , the position became increasingly
technical Edes-Pierotti had laid much of the technology infrastructure for WA F
grantees O Brien carried the torch, continuing Edes-Pierottis ork and taking
advantage of the rapid changes taking place in Internet and net orking technolo-
gies O Brien e plains:

By the time the W Alton ones Foundation as looking for a second circuit
rider, e anted someone ho could program We anted someone ho
had real hardcore e perience, because it as nota matter of installing
modems and convincing people for the very first time they needed a Web
site ore-mail It as no ,you have a Web site, no let us integrate it ith
your membership database It as a hole otherlevel of information and
kno ledge that asre uired I as sortof orking myself outofa job in
some ays personal communication, August 14, 2002

Enter Todd oym In October 1999, oym came across the job posting on
Idealist org, a Web site for nonprofit jobs He had a background in environmen-
tal policy and almost a decade of professional technology e perience oym
describes hy he decided to apply for the position:

Ikne thatI as the right person for the job, and I kne thatthey ere
going to kno that They anted somebody thatcould orkprimarily ith
environmental organizations They anted somebody ith kno ledge of



156 Nonprofits and Technology

environmental ork And here Iam Ihad a masters public affairs ith a
specialization in environment and technology and a couple of years e pe-
rience ith an organization they funded They anted somebody ith
technology skills And I'had professionale perience, and I had actually
implemented a project ith the help of the circuit rider program already,
so they kne me and my ork To me it seemed like a good fit, and it
seemed like a good fit for them, too personal communication, April 12,
2004

Even though WA F had hosted circuit riders from 1996 to 2000, the job
description remained amorphous Circuit riders ere given small budgets and
assigned to a portfolio of organizations The portfolios consisted of grantees
selected by the trustees, ith the circuit riders guidance The circuit rider pro-
gram had a hybrid status ithin WA F It as not formally a department but rather
a program that received grants from the foundation In other ords, WA F made a
grant to itself to fund a program it ran O Brien and oym ould attend meetings

ith the foundation trustees to pitch their projects The trustees voted to fund
these individual projects the ay they voted on distributing other types of grants
This practice made the circuit riders independent from, but accountable to, the
foundation

Part of the position, ho ever, entailed evangelizing for the evangelists While

oym as out in the field, O Brien, as part of his job, as charged ith organizing
the circuit rider movement O Brien e plains:

The model that e orked on as the foundation made a grant to itself,
essentially to start the circuit rider program to support its specific set of
grantees, but also to support the concept of circuit riding, to build that con-
cept So Ihad a double mandate I as given free rein to spend as much
time as I anted to organize the circuit rider roundup, because part of my
job as to build a community And that as the model that Rob Stuart
and Gavin Clabaugh thought as going to be a very common model hen
they first invented the ord circuit rider personal communication, August
14,2002

As the needs for technology in the nonprofit sector became more sophisticated, the
WA F circuit rider program adapted, hiring staff ith greater technical e pertise
and sending them to nonprofits in need By doing so, the circuit rider model solved
yet another problem articulated at the beginning of this chapter: lack of resources
and e pertise Circuit riders delivered both

Spreading the Word

The W Alton ones Foundation Circuit Rider Report circulated idely and
caught the attention of several foundations, most notably the Rockefeller Family
Fund Clabaugh recalls, I got a call at that point after the Circuit Rider Report

as released from Rob Stuart ho said, Hi, my name is Rob Stuart and I am



Geeks for Good Mclnerney 157

orking ith the Rockefeller Family Fund and I ant to be a circuit rider Can I
come and talk to you  personal communication, August 6, 2002
Stuart had been a booster for technology in the nonprofit sector He first
orked ith the Public Interest Research Group in Vermont, building membership
databases In 1997, Stuart as orking as a fello at the Rockefeller Family Fund
hen he heard about the WA F program
Circuit Rider ~Gavin Clabaugh coined the term circuit rider Rob Stuart turned
it into a brand name Many of the early circuit riders ith hom I spoke named Stu-
art as the person ho brought them into the movement and ho is most responsi-
ble for pulling it together in the early days Richard orza, ho started his nonprofit
technology career ith legal services in the mid-1980s, said, When Rob Stuart
came in and started to build a net ork that as much more about transformation
IT and progressive social change , then the net ork started to build What has
happened is so organic that you cannot point to any particular thing If you pull Rob
out of the picture, I think it the net ork does collapse personal communication,
September 6, 2003 Clabaugh and Stuart are institutional entrepreneurs, actors
ho shift prevailing understandings and institutional contours and spark innova-
tion Garud, ain,  umaras amy, 2002 Rindova Fombrun, 2001 Troast, Hoff-
man, Riley, Bazerman, 2002 Institutional entrepreneurs are champions of cer-
tain innovations Their task, hich is often unsuccessful, is to challenge e tant
understandings and institutional frame orks and substitute their o n In this ay,
institutional entrepreneurs are agents of social change Fligstein, 1997
Organizing the circuit riders Stuart began organizing the field by creating a
Listserv, an e-mail list to hich members, namely circuit riders, could contribute
The initial riders Listserv began itht entytot enty-five members and has since
gro n to about fifteen hundred From the Listserv, Stuart developed a Web site to
share ideas among early NTAPs We reasoned that in fact there ere often times
lone missionaries out there doing great ork but not having a set of peers to
reflect ith and bounce ideas ith and to strategize ith, he e plained personal
communication, May 31, 2002
As a result of Stuart s relentless organizing, interest in the concept continued
to gro He said:

One of the reasons I think the movement gre as e erevery uickto
help people identify themselves as circuit riders They had never called
themselves that before They ere maybe consultants, or they didn t kno

hat they ere By giving them a name e helped the movement
along to establish circuit riders We began to gro as actual numbers and in
fact have more formal circuit rider programs being supported Then e
used the subse uentroundups in a sense and the Listserv as a vehicle
through hich those folks ere supported personal communication, May
31,2002

By giving a name to the activity, people came to recognize hat they ere
doing as participating in a larger movement I have intervie ed independent NTAPs
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ho tell me they have been doing technology assistance for years but never kne
they ere circuit riders before coming into contact ith another rider, or stum-
bling across a Web site Marshall Mayer, an early adherent to the model, e plains:

Mostof us ho ere in the first Roundup meeting said, Ihave been
doing circuit riding In my case I had already been doing it for ten years I
just never called it that Idid on-site technical assistance for nonprofits since
1989, or actually, in my case, since 1986, it as not my full-time job, but I

as doing it Many of us in the room ere the same ay, e justhad not
called it that Literally by just calling it that, e created a methodology and a
buzz that entalong ith that methodology that actually raised more
money for each of our programs because e had, in essence, a consistent
message to give to funders So they could see an industry being born, and
they anted to be a part of it emphasis added personal communication,
May 14, 2002

The name gave more than organization to a set of activities it besto ed mean-
ing on the ork and began to set boundaries on the field As circuit riders, they
shared not only a common affiliation, but more important, a common set of values,
a stated ideology It as important for people doing this kind of ork to call them-
selves circuit riders Their ideology as about connecting technology to mission,
rather than simply building the capacity of nonprofit organizations Rather than
asking, Will this technology make the organization more efficient circuit riders
ask, Will this technology help solve the problem of homelessness

Organizing, Mobilizing, and Professionalizing: The Riders Roundup

Building a movement of circuit riders took more than a Listserv and tour of
the United States As part of his ork ith the Rockefeller Technology Project, Stu-
art began to organize a meeting of circuit riders, calling it the Riders Roundup
Stuart had a small budget ith hich to organize the event, so he relied on other
foundations to share the burden Follo ing their pilot project ith WA F, TCN
reorganized, ithdra ing from technology assistance altogether Clabaugh left
during the shuffle to become vice president for information services at the Charles
Ste art Mott Foundation From his position there, Clabaugh as able to support
the Roundups financially The Riders Roundups ere first organized as a ay of
building the movement This as particularly true of the earliest meetings, hich
attendees told me ere very much like movement meetings, featuring idealistic
speakers espousing the revolutionary potential of information technology in the
nonprofit sector As the meetings gre , much of the political progressivism as
shed in favor of professionalization and capacity-building discourse Figure 9 1
sho sho rapidly attendance at the Riders Roundups gre By the fourth roundup,
at hich time a ne ly founded trade association for NTAPs began convening the
meeting, many more groups and individuals had become involved, including a
group of more-mainstream foundations and corporate sponsors As trade associa-
tions indicate the legitimacy of a field Green ood, Suddaby, Hinings, 2002 , the
circuit riders, in many ays, had arrived
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Figure 9 1 Roundup attendees by year
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CONCLUSION

Throughout this chapter, I have discussed the historical role of circuit riders
in bringing technology to the nonprofit sector The nonprofit sector is a heteroge-
neous set of organizations that share more than just legal status Nonprofits differ
from for-profit and government agencies in their commitment to altruism Clo-
hesy, 2000 They are also said to be value-e pressive organizations eavons,
1992 Rather than relying on for-profit consulting firms, nonprofits can ork ith
circuit riders, technology consultants ho are an active part of their community
and share their values The first circuit riders Edes-Pierotti, O Brien,and oym
each came out of progressive political or environmental movements before plying
their technology skills in the nonprofit sector Marshall Mayer, founder of Desktop
Assistance and later CEO of Tech Rocks, e plains:

The fact that most of our Tech Rocks staff do have actual organizing or
advocacy e perience helps them immeasurably in offering that really spe-
cialized service to our clients, because e kno from real life e perience
hat they are going through We have been very conscious to attract that
kind of staff that has actually been doing this ork So they kno e actly

hat an organization is trying to do personal communication, May 14,
2002

Circuit riders occupy space among several institutions: the nonprofit sector,
philanthropy, and the technology industry As such, they protect nonprofit orga-
nizations from the cutthroat practices of for-profit consulting firms and the
unnerving pace of technology change In doing so, ho ever, they have also faced
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constraints and demands on their ay of doing technology assistance As the field
has gro n, it has had to tone do n some of its progressive ideology and adopt the
language of capacity building, hich is less threatening to foundations and poten-
tial corporate funders They have also had to adopt more professional practices,
such as developing a trade association, a move that signals the legitimacy of their
field and attracts e ternal funding Abbott, 1988 Green ood et al , 2002

The circuit rider model as created to solve the three problems previously out-
lined: nonprofits uneasiness about IT, a lack of foundation support, and a lack of
resources and e pertise It gre and survived through the institutional entrepre-
neurship of people such as Gavin Clabaugh, ho connected the model to founda-
tion programs, and Rob Stuart, ho organized the circuit riders into a bounded
field Follo ing changes in the nonprofit sector, the future of circuit riding is
unclear For no , circuit riders continue to service the technology needs of non-
profits in lo -resource environments Their ability to continue doing so is threat-
ened by competition for resources and legitimacy from other models of technology
assistance to the nonprofit sector, such as commercial NTAPs and for-profit con-
sulting firms Recently smaller movements ithin the circuit rider community
have been advocating for free open source soft are as a strategy for fending off the
influ of corporate firms and proprietary technology solutions into the sector
Though the move appears to have great promise, it is too early to tell if this strat-
egy ill be successful and circuit riding ill thrive once again
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