Building and Deploying AI Agents in Your NGO

Executive Summary

Understanding Al agents is one thing — actually deploying themis another. This guide picks
up where Guide 11eft off: once your NGO has a clear pain point, a basic readiness assessment,
and a willingness to experiment, how do you actually build, configure, and run an Alagent?
The answer, reassuringly, rarely requires coding expertise. The landscape of "no-code" and
"low-code" Altools has matured rapidly, making it possible for non-technical NGO staff to
configure capable Al agents using visual interfaces and natural language.

This guide walks through the practical process of deploying an Alagent from start to finish:
defining the agent's task, choosing and configuring a tool, writing effective prompts,
connecting the agent to your existing systems, testing it thoroughly, and establishing an
ongoing quality-control process. It also covers the most common deployment patterns that
fit NGO contexts — from a research briefing agent that scans policy developments every
morning, to a donor outreach assistant that personalizes communications, to a program
monitoring agent that flags data anomalies.

The central argument of this guide is that deployment success is 20% about the tool and 80%
about the process. The organizations that get the most value from Alagents are those that
invest in careful task definition, thoughtful prompt design, robust testing, and clear human
review processes — not those that simply subscribe to the most sophisticated software.
Practical discipline in these areas turns a capable tool into a genuine organizational asset.

By the end of this guide, NGO teams will be able to: design an agent task specification, write
effective prompts for common NGO use cases, configure a basic agent workflow in a no-code
tool, test an agent systematically before going live, and run an ongoing quality-control cycle
that keeps the agent performing reliably over time.
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Step-by-Step Framework

Step 1: Write a Task Specification

Before opening any tool, write a clear, one-page task specification. This is the single most
important step in the entire deployment process. A good task specification answers:

1. What is the goal? Describe the outcome in one sentence. Example: "Produce a daily
briefing of five key news items related to food security policy for our advocacy team.'

2. What inputs does the agent need? Specify data sources, documents, forms, or triggers that
start the agent's work. Example: "Search results from Google News, FAOSTAT press
releases, and a curated list of 20 news sources.'

3. What steps should the agent take? Describe the workflow in plain language. Example:
"Search sources - Filter for relevance - Select top five > Write a two-sentence summary
for each > Format as a numbered list - Send via email at 7:00 AM"

4. Whatdoes a good outputlook like? Provide an example of a high-quality output —ideally
one written by a human doing the task manually. This becomes your benchmark for
testing.

5.What are the constraints? Length limits, tone, language, data sources to avoid, topics to
exclude. Example: "Summaries must be under 75 words each. Avoid partisan political
sources. Write in plain English’'

6. How will quality be checked? Name the person responsible for reviewing outputs and on
what schedule.

This specification becomes the foundation for your prompts, your tests, and your quality-
control process. Share it with anyone who will use or manage the agent.



Step 2: Design Your Prompts

A prompt is the set of instructions you give the Al For agents, prompts typically have two
parts:a system prompt (instructions that stay constant and define the agent's role and
behavior) and a user prompt (the specific task or input for each run).

System prompt principles for NGOs:

e Start by defining the agent's role:"You are a research assistant for [Organization Name],
an NGO that works on [mission]. Your jobis to..."

e Provide organizational context:include your mission statement, key programs,
geographic focus, and tone of voice guidelines.

e Define the output format explicitly: "Always respond in the following format: [Headline] |
[Source] | [Two-sentence summary] | [Why this matters for our mission]"

e Specify what the agent should NOT do:"Do not include opinion or advocacy in summaries.
Do not cite sources without verifying they are on the approved source list!'

e Include examples of good and bad outputs (called "few-shot prompting") — this
dramatically improves consistency.

User prompt principles:

e Be specificabout the current task input: "Here are today's search results: [CONTENT].
Please apply your briefing process.'

o If the agent will receive variable input (e.g., different documents each time), use
placeholders and test with real examples.

Iterate on your prompts. The first version will not be perfect. Run five to ten test cases
manually, review the outputs, and refine the prompts before going live.

Step 3: Choose Your Deployment Environment

Most NGO Alagent deployments fall into one of three categories:

A. Standalone Al tools (lowest barrier to entry)

Tools like ChatGPT, Claude, or Perplexity can be used directly — your "agent"is a well-crafted
prompt that a staff member runs manually. This is the right starting point for most NGOs. It
requires no technical setup and builds staff confidence quickly.

B. Workflow automation platforms (medium complexity)

Platforms like Make (formerly Integromat), Zapier, or n8n allow you to build automated
workflows that connect Altools with other systems. You can trigger an agent to runona
schedule, feed it inputs from forms, spreadsheets, or emails, and send its outputs to a CRM,
email, or Slack. These platforms use visual drag-and-drop interfaces —no coding required for
most use cases.

C.Custom agent frameworks (higher complexity)
Tools like LangChain, AutoGen, or CrewAl allow developers to build more sophisticated
multi-step, multi-agent systems. These are appropriate for organizations with technical staff



and complex, high-volume use cases. Most NGOs do not need this level of complexity in early
stages.

For the majority of NGO use cases, start with A and graduate to B once you have validated
the task and prompt. Only consider Cif B cannot handle your needs.

Step 4: Build a Test Protocol

Before deploying any agent for real work, run a structured test. A good test protocol has
three stages:

1. Unit testing: Run the agent on 10-15 test cases with known correct answers. Score each
output on your quality criteria. Aim for at least 85% satisfactory before proceeding.

2.Edge case testing: Deliberately give the agent unusual, ambiguous, or adversarial inputs.
What happens when the news is in a language the agent wasn't set up for? What if the
inputis empty? What if the topicis sensitive? Document how it handles these cases.

3.Shadow mode testing: Run the agent in parallel with the manual process for one to two
weeks. Compare agent outputs against human outputs. Identify gaps and retrain
prompts accordingly.

Keep a testlog:a simple spreadsheet recording each test case, the agent's output, your
quality rating, and any notes. This log is invaluable when you encounter problems and need
to diagnose whether they are new or pre-existing.

Step 5: Deploy with a Human Review Layer

When the agent is ready for live use, deploy it with an explicit human review step — especially
for any outputs that will be seen externally (reports, communications, donor
correspondence) or that inform decisions.

A practical review layer looks like this:
e Agent produces output > Output goes to a designated reviewer - Reviewer approves,
edits, or rejects > Approved output goes to its destination.

e Build the review step into your workflow tool so it cannot be skipped accidentally.

e Keep alog of edits and rejections — over time, patterns in what reviewers change will tell
you where prompts need refinement.

e Setamaximumresponse time for reviewers so the agent does not create bottlenecks.

As confidence in the agent's performance grows, you may be able to move the review to
sampling (reviewing 20% of outputs rather than 100%). Only do this once you have a track
record of high quality across many outputs.



Step 6: Monitor, Maintain, and Improve

Alagents are not set-and-forget tools. Language models are periodically updated by their
providers, the world changes, and organizational needs evolve. Build a maintenance cadence:

o Weekly: Review the error/edit log for new patterns.

e Monthly: Run a fresh batch of test cases against the current prompt to check that
performance has not degraded.

e Quarterly: Review the agent's task specification against organizational needs — is the use
case still the right one? Have better tools become available?

e Asneeded: Update system prompts when your organizational context changes (new
programs, new geographic focus, updated tone of voice).

Designate an "agent owner" for each deployed agent — a staff member who is accountable
forits ongoing performance and who can escalate problems. This person does not need to be
technical; they need to be a good critical thinker and domain expert in the agent's task area.

Tools & Templates

Task Specification Template
A one-page Google Doc or Word template with sections for: Goal | Inputs | Workflow Steps |
Good Output Example | Constraints | Quality Review Process. Use before building any agent.

Prompt Library for NGOs

A growing collection of tested system prompts for common NGO use cases, including : media
monitoring briefing, grant report drafting, FAQ responder, meeting summary generator,
donor acknowledgment drafter, policy analysis summarizer, translation reviewer. Maintained
by the community at AGENTSFORGOOD.NGO.

No-Code AI Workflow Platforms

o Make (make.com): Visual workflow builder with strong Alintegrations;free tier available;
widely used in nonprofits.

o Zapier (zapier.com): Highly accessible workflow tool;integrates with 5,000+ apps;
nonprofit discount available.

e 187 (n8n.io): Open-source option that can be self-hosted, giving more control over data —
relevant for organizations with strict data privacy requirements.

Test Protocol Spreadsheet
A template tracking: Test Case ID | Input | Expected Output | Actual Output | Quality Rating
(1-5) | Notes | Action.Run 15 cases before launch and keep updating.

Agent Registry Template

For organizations running multiple agents: a master list capturing each agent's Name |
Purpose | Tool Used | Prompt Location | Agent Owner | Last Review Date | Current Status.
Prevents agents from becoming forgotten and unmanaged.


http://make.com/
http://zapier.com/
http://n8n.io/

Human Review Workflow

A simple checklist reviewers use before approving any agent output: (1) Is the information
factually accurate? (2) Does the tone match our organizational voice? (3) Is any sensitive
information handled appropriately? (4) Would we be comfortable if our beneficiaries knew
this was AF-assisted?

Case Vignettes

Case Vignette 1: Grant Report Drafting Agent at an Environmental NGO

A regional environmental advocacy organization managed ten to fifteen active grants at any
time, each requiring quarterly progress reports. Program staff found that report drafting
consumed an average of three to four hours per report — mostly spent reformatting data
from monitoring spreadsheets into narrative prose. The content was largely the same each
quarter; only the numbers changed.

The teambuilt a grant report drafting agent in two weeks. The workflow: staff upload the
monitoring data spreadsheet and the original grant agreement to a shared folder > a Make
workflow triggers a Claude-based agent - the agent reads the grant objectives, compares
themto the reported data, and drafts a narrative report using the organization's standard
template - the draft is sent to the program officer for review.

The result: average report drafting time dropped from 3.5 hours to 45 minutes (staff review
and finalization). The quality of first drafts was rated "good or excellent" by program officers
78% of the time in the first month, rising to 91% after two rounds of prompt refinement. The
key investment was prompt design: building a detailed system prompt that "knew" the
organization's reporting style, the funders' expectations, and common language for
describing program activities.

Case Vignette 2: Volunteer FAQ Agent at a Food Bank Network

A food bank network with branches in twelve cities was fielding hundreds of similar questions
fromvolunteers each month — about shifts, food safety training, dress code, parking, and
COVID protocols. Two staff members spent approximately eight hours per week answering
these questions via email and phone.

The network deployed a FAQ agent using a simple RAG (Retrieval-Augmented Generation)
approach: they compiled their volunteer handbook, training materials, and frequently asked
questions into a knowledge base, then connected it to a chatbot interface on their volunteer
portal using a no-code platform. Volunteers could type their questions and receive instant,
accurate answers drawn from official documentation — with a "contact a human" button for
anything the agent could not confidently answer.

Volunteer FAQ queries handled by the agent:73% in the first month. Staff time on routine
volunteer queries dropped by approximately five hours per week. The "contact a human"
escalation button proved important: it maintained trust and caught edge cases the agent
could not handle (e.g., a volunteer with a disability accommodation request). The key lesson:



always provide a clear path to human support. Agents that have no escalation path frustrate
users and erode trust.

Metrics & KPIs
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Risks & Mitigations

Risk: Agent producing outdated information (especially for research or FAQ agents).
Mitigation: Include a knowledge cutoff date in your system prompt. For research agents,
configure the agent to cite the date of each source. Build a regular "knowledge base refresh”
cycle into your maintenance schedule.

Risk: Workflow automation breaking when connected tools are updated.
Mitigation: Subscribe to update notifications fromall connected tools. Test workflows after
any systemupdate. Assign an agent owner who receives alerts when workflows fail.

Risk: Staff bypassing the human review step when under pressure.

Mitigation: Build review into the workflow technically — make it a required step, not just a
policy. Create a culture where going around review is seen as risky, not efficient. Celebrate
cases where reviewers caught important errors.

Risk: Agent outputs creating legal or reputational liability (e.g., incorrectlegal information,
discriminatory language).

Mitigation: Never deploy Alagents to provide legal, medical, or financial advice. Add explicit
disclaimers to any output in high-stakes domains. Have legal counsel review use cases that
involve individual-level decisions or sensitive disclosures.



Risk: Vendor lock-in— building critical workflows around a tool that may become unavailable
or unaffordable.

Mitigation: Document all prompts, workflows, and specifications in a format that is not tool-
specific. Use open-source or widely compatible tools where possible. Avoid building mission-
critical systems entirely on tools with no nonprofit pricing commitment.

Implementation Checklist

e [] Written task specification for each agent before building

e [] System prompt drafted and tested on 10+ cases

e [] Deployment environment selected and appropriate for complexity/privacy needs

e [] Test protocol completed with pass rate of >85%

e [] Human review layer built into workflow

e [] Agent owner assigned

e [] Agent entered in agent registry

e [] Maintenance schedule established (weekly/monthly/quarterly)

e [] Staff using agent have received training and have access to prompt documentation

e [] Escalation path defined (especially for public-facing agents)

Glossary

System Prompt: The persistent instruction set given to an Al at the start of a session that
defines its role, context, and behavioral guidelines. Does not change between runs.

User Prompt: The specific instruction or input provided for each individual task. Changes
based on the current work.

RAG (Retrieval-Augmented Generation): An Al architecture that enhances generated
responses by first retrieving relevant information froma knowledge base —allowing the Al
to answer questions based on your specific documents rather than generic training data.

Few-Shot Prompting: Including examples of good (and sometimes bad) outputs in your
prompt, so the Alcan learn the pattern you want by example rather than only by description.

No-Code Platform: A software platform that allows users to build applications and
automations through visual interfaces rather than writing code. Examples include Make,
Zapier, and Airtable.

Workflow Automation: The use of software to automatically execute a series of tasks in a
defined sequence, typically triggered by an event (e.g., a form submission) or a schedule.

Agent Owner: The staff member responsible for the ongoing performance, maintenance, and
ethical oversight of a specific Alagent deployment.



Knowledge Base: A structured collection of documents, FAQs, or data that an Alagent can
access to retrieve relevant information when answering questions or completing tasks.

Edge Case: An unusual or extreme input scenario that tests the boundaries of an agent's
capabilities. Good testing includes deliberate edge case scenarios to find vulnerabilities before
live deployment.

Shadow Mode: Running a new agent in parallel with the existing manual process — without
relying on its outputs for real work — to compare performance and build confidence before
full deployment.
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