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Mitch Kapor, founder of Lotus Development Corporation, entrepreneur, social 
activist and philanthropist, has been inducted into the Pro Bono Hall of Fame for 
his contributions in the field of technology. Mitch has been a critical advocate for 
open source technology for over a decade – a critical pillar of pro bono support for 
nonprofit organizations. Taproot founder, Aaron Hurst, recently contacted Mitch to 
talk about the open source movement and his work at the intersection between 
technology and social impact. 
 
 

How did you get started working with computers and writing programs? 
 
I was always good at math and I quickly found that my interest was 
around what computers could do for people rather than in the 
systems themselves.  
 
This is almost hard to describe, since things have changed so much. 
I was always on the side of making computers easy for non-technical 
people to use. I wanted them to be fun, engaging, and to help 
increase people’s productivity. That used to be a very minority 
opinion, which then became the majority over time.  
 
So, I would say that I’d always been at the edge. My interest in 
computation had to do with how people used it and how it could make people’s lives better. Ultimately, 
I had the same point of view about business. It never made any sense to evaluate a business purely in 
terms of its profitability. It was clear that all businesses have impacts on the environment, on their 
employees, on their community.  It’s just that some impact is positive and some impact is negative.  
 
Fast forward to about 2000, I decided to think in terms of the impact of technology and how to use it to 
make important changes in the world, by closing gaps of access and opportunity.   
 
You’ve spent a lot of your career focused on the intersection of technology, social impact, and 
social change.  What are the roots of your interest in this topic?   
 
There were a handful of components that all came together.  First, as a child, I was very much an 
outsider. I was just the smart geeky kid at a time when there was nothing cool about it.   
 
The second component was that in my very early 30’s Lotus became instantly hugely successful. I 
saw it as a fabulous opportunity to create an inclusive workplace culture that would be appealing for 
even for someone like me.   
 
Freada, who started out as an employee at Lotus and later became my wife, is the third component of 
my interest in technology and social impact. She came to work at Lotus right after she got her 
doctorate, and her job was to make Lotus the most progressive employer in the US. We worked 
together in the mid ‘80s putting the company’s values into practice, holding employees accountable, 
and making it welcoming for all different kinds of people. 
 
What are some lessons you have learned in the areas of diversity and equal opportunity? 
 
For nonprofits, especially those where the mission is to help a more vulnerable population, baking in 
diversity from the start on the staff and governance level is non-negotiable.  Not only is it the right thing 
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to do, but it is also directly performance related.  The only way to do a superb job surveying low-
income communities of color is to have some representation of people with experience. Also, if you 
don’t bake in inclusiveness from the beginning it gets progressively harder to add it later.   
 
Why did you found the Electronic Frontier Foundation? 
 
During the ‘90s it became clear that computer networks were going to be sufficiently important and 
that we needed to be concerned about civil liberties issues, freedom of speech, and freedom of 
expression.  I cofounded the Electronic Frontier Foundation, and that started a chapter of laying down 
a foundation and extending the constitution into cyberspace. 
 
Social entrepreneurs who are using their business to improve society are definitely trending. 
 
First time tech entrepreneurs are a growing community within the broader universe of first time 
software developers. I know those two are not the same, but they’re closely related.  Their motivation 
to make the world a better place is as fundamental as, or more fundamental than, their economic 
motivators.  
 
And there’s the beginning of pieces of support within the broader innovation economy or the 
innovation ecosystem from impact investors like myself, who are interested in companies led by tech 
entrepreneurs who want to make the world better through technology.  We provide them with capital 
and are developing a rubric of how to help companies develop their impact and how to evaluate 
companies to make sure they achieve their goals. I’m happy to be part of accelerating those trends 
and seeing how rapidly that impact oriented tech community can grow. 
 


