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Purpose of the Survey 
 

COVID-19 has had an immediate and dramatic impact on the economy, and especially on nonprofit organizations. 

Given Public Allies’ unique position as an intermediary working with hundreds of nonprofits in communities 

across the country, we are uniquely positioned to understand how this crisis has affected the nonprofit sector. 

While there are many other surveys around COVID-19 and the nonprofit sector (we have been reviewing and 

collecting those results here), we set out to primarily focus on three other questions: 

 

1. Are organizations anticipating an increase in requests for services moving forward 

because of the economic impact of the crisis? If so, what are the types of services they 

anticipate being in demand? 

2. Do organizations envision needing to deliver services and programming differently going 

forward? If so, what supports will they need to make that happen? 

3. Not including financial support, what resources are needed at this time to help 

organizations through this crisis. 

 

To try and answer these questions, Public Allies sent a survey to the email addresses of 4,390 nonprofit 

professionals that had hosted Public Allies Members as part of our 10-Month Apprenticeship Program since 2007. 

The survey was administered between April 15, 2020 and April 22, 2020. Given that many Supervisors have 

changed organizations and email addresses over the past 13 years over that time, we anticipated a relatively small 

response rate. 

 

Key Findings & Recommendations 
Demand for community organizations' services are increasing/expected to increase, just as those 

same organizations are experiencing declining revenue and decreased staff and volunteer 

capacity calling into question the sector’s ability to meet community needs to address this crisis. 

This further supports the need for intentional/additional investment in things like The Pandemic Response and 

Opportunity Through National Service Act, targeted support for non profits, investment in community 

infrastructure, and financial support for local and state governments that have lost billions in tax revenue as a 

result of this crisis and make up roughly 30% of nonprofit funding. 

Furthermore, these efforts must be designed with equity at the center. We have all heard it said that the 

coronavirus does not discriminate, but research coming out of Milwaukee, New York and elsewhere is making it 

clear that people of color and those from lower incomes are disproportionately affected both by COVID-19 and its 

economic impact. This is not to say anything of the tenuous position America’s younger adults find themselves in, 

financially unprepared to weather an economic downturn and vulnerable to changes in employment. If we are to 

meet the needs of the communities most impacted, then we must center our responses around principles of 

equity, such as PolicyLink’s A Common-Sense, Street-Smart Recovery. 

 

Most immediate needs articulated by partners across our network were opportunities/spaces that 

support continuous learning and resource sharing across organizations as they adapt quickly to 

the changing (and incredibly challenging) circumstances all around them. 

 

The COVID-19 crisis quickly forced nonprofits to operate in ways that are new and unfamiliar, with organizations 

desperately attempting to learn new technology, change methods of service delivery, adapt to managing staff 

remotely, and operate with less staff capacity, all while dealing with the underlying mental health challenges an 

event of this magnitude presents. Staff across the sector are overwhelmed trying to figure out new technology, and 

worried about what comes next. As one respondent stated, “The worry is how COVID-19 will change, forever, 

how we implement and conduct programs as well as how we work with groups of people within the community 

and involving them in the work that we do.” Staff are struggling to make this transition, and desperately trying to 

gain some footing. They are looking for the curation of applicable tips, tools, and resources they can implement to 
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https://docs.google.com/document/d/13TsHmqorT3YW53p80TGtWebWRiUyyO2Gifm6A1G9UpE/edit?usp=sharing
https://publicallies.org/americorps-program/
https://www.doverpost.com/news/20200422/coons-colleagues-introduce-legislation-to-expand-national-service-programs-responding-to-covid-19
https://www.doverpost.com/news/20200422/coons-colleagues-introduce-legislation-to-expand-national-service-programs-responding-to-covid-19
https://www.thenonprofittimes.com/regulation/nonprofits-push-for-more-covid-19-stimulus/
https://www.policylink.org/resources-tools/invest-community-infrastructure
https://www.policylink.org/resources-tools/invest-community-infrastructure
https://time.com/5826016/states-budget-crisis-coronavirus/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/apr/14/milwaukees-covid-19-spread-highlights-the-disparities-between-white-and-black
https://abcnews.go.com/Health/nyc-stark-contrast-covid-19-infection-rates-based/story?id=69920706
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/29/magazine/racial-disparities-covid-19.html
https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/edcentral/young-adults-recovery-efforts/
https://www.policylink.org/covid19-and-race/principles


 

deliver services virtually, and for the opportunity to connect across institutions, places, and/or  issues to learn 

what is and is not working for others in real-time.  

We also see that as individual staff members, organizations, and communities face unprecedented challenges and 

changes on multiple fronts simultaneously, there is a strong desire to simply connect with each other to build 

community, hold space, and support self-care.  

Looking ahead, social distancing and some level of remote program delivery are expected to 

become the new normal, but the double-sided digital divide poses a barrier to delivery and access. 

The lack of technology infrastructure investment in the nonprofit sector is not new, but it is being put under a 

magnified light given the nature of the COVID-19 crisis. A commitment from funders to support investment in 

technology infrastructure, along with the training and personnel required to properly implement new solutions, is 

required. 

But as so many respondents highlighted, oftentimes those who most require services do not have access to 

internet service or a devices with which to connect. According to the FCC, there are 21.3 million Americans 

without basic broadband access, although PEW Research pegs that number at closer to 33 million. Furthermore, 

PEW’s research shows there are noticeable differences in internet access based on income, education level, and 

race. Ensuring there is appropriate policy, funding, and intentionality to continue expanding internet service to all 

must be a priority.  

COVID-19 is ravaging communities of color and the support systems on which they rely; shining a 

harsh light on long-standing fault lines in the social safety net across the country. 

  

As noted above, the non-profit sector and localities are facing multiple challenges in addressing the COVID-19 

crisis, including: 1) Increased demand for services, 2) decreasing revenue, 3) decreasing staff and volunteer 

capacity, and 4) antiquated technology infrastructure.  The nonprofit sector exists for the very purpose of being an 

essential part of a safety net to help community members. For so many not to be able to fully respond in this 

moment due antiquated technology or a dependence on volunteers because we do not have the funding to staff 

operations fully, while at the same time major foundations in the United States hold $1 trillion in assets, is a 

serious call for change being echoed across the sector.  

 

In many cases, community members are turning to each other and mutual aid to meet their immediate needs. A 

quick review of Public Allies’ COVID-19 Resources page lists more than 2 dozen mutual aid initiatives across the 

country, while this list includes over 120 mutual aid networks that sprung up quickly to address the COVID-19 

crisis; often building on organizing begun in previous crises. While these mutual aid networks offer powerful 

examples of community care, their necessity should give the nonprofit sector and its funders reasons to self-reflect 

and examine why they are needed in the first place.  

 

It is critical that even while we seek to meet immediate needs on the frontlines of this crisis, we in the non-profit, 

public and philanthropic sectors also look in the mirror at what underlying conditions, decisions, and 

under-investments led to these outcomes in the first place.  As we pursue a more just and equitable future, we 

can’t be satisfied with “going back to normal,” but instead must re-imagine a new more inclusive and equitable 

normal going forward; something we’ve seen a hunger and appetite for on our recent Virtual Community 

All-Network calls.  The creativity and innovation happening in communities across the country can and should be 

harnessed.  Indeed - even as the critical demand for direct service support increases - philanthropy must 

simultaneously find ways to keep working towards and  investing in systems-change. 
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https://ssir.org/articles/entry/the_nonprofit_starvation_cycle#
https://www.thenonprofittimes.com/technology/opinion-investment-needed-in-nonprofit-tech-support/
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Organizations Surveyed 
 

As of April 22, 2020, a total of 320 

survey responses had been 

submitted; after accounting for 

423 survey invites that bounced 

due to bad or closed email 

addresses, a total response rate of 

8% was achieved. The greatest 

number of responses came from 

current and former supervisors 

associated with our Milwaukee 

(31), Cincinnati (25), Chicago (22), 

Arizona (21), Connecticut (21), and 

Pittsburgh (21) locations. Overall, 

responses strongly correlated with 

the number of nonprofit 

professionals in our pool with only 

a couple of exemptions. Most 

notably, we would have expected 

twice as many responses from New York City, while Connecticut, Milwaukee, and Pittsburgh are slightly over 

represented. Overall, responses are more heavily representative of nonprofits on the east coast and the midwest 

which aligns with the historical footprint of Public Allies. 

 

20 percent of respondents were employed 

at organizations focused on education, 

12% on youth development, 9% on health 

& healthcare. A full 24% of respondents 

opted to self-describe their organization’s 

focus area. The overall results varied by 

location, which could point to either the 

differences in the nonprofit sector in each 

location or the types of relationships 

Public Allies has developed in each 

location. 

 

Lastly, 81% of respondents were employed 

at community based 501(c)3 

organizations, 14% were employed at 

schools or after-school programs, and 5% 

were employed at city, county, or state 

agencies. 

 

 

  

4 

 



 

COVID-19 Crisis: Increasing Demand, Decreasing Resources 

60% Report An Increase In 
Demand For Services 

60% of respondents stated their 

organizations had experienced 

an increase in demand for 

services since the COVID-19 

outbreak, while only 11% 

reported experiencing a 

decrease in demand. 

Organizations focused on 

Economic Development & 

Employment, Housing & 

Homelessness, Public & Societal 

Benefit, and Immigration were 

more likely to report an increase 

in demand, which would be 

expected given the drastic effect 

the crisis has had on 

employment and the economy. 

80% of Those Reporting an 
Increase in Demand 
Reported Experiencing a 
Decrease in Funding or 
Revenue 

Regardless if survey respondents 

worked at organizations 

experiencing an increase in 

demand for services or one 

working to directly support the 

COVID-19 response in their 

community, respondents across 

the board reported a decrease in 

funding or program revenue.  

18% of Respondents 
Reported Organization 
Already Staff layoffs or Furloughs Due to Loss of Revenue or Curtailed Programs Due to the 
COVID-19 Crisis 

18% of responding nonprofit professionals stated that their organization had already had to lay off or furlough 

staff as a result of declining revenue or curtailed programs. This was true even among those whose organizations 

had also been increasing an increase in the demand for services since the COVID-19 crisis began. Add to this that 

33% of respondents stated their organization has experienced a reduction in staffing due to increased staff & 

volunteer absences - including 38% of those at organizations experiencing an increase in demand for service - and 

it suggests that the nonprofit sector is not positioned to meet the demands of the current crisis. 
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As one respondent shared: 

“I think that many of us are just overwhelmed by the whole environmental situation in which 

we find ourselves and those of us that are in small nonprofits find ourselves being the only 

person left after we have laid off staff just to maintain our agencies.” 

Ability of Nonprofits to Meet Demands of Current Crisis Further by Disruption of Service to 
Clients and Inability to Get Necessary Supplies from Partners 

Decreases in staff and volunteers, either because of declining revenues or increased absences to address health or 

family matters are not the only obstacles posing a challenge to the nonprofit sector’s ability to meet the demands 

of the COVID-19 crisis. As the table shows, 78% funding and program revenue are not the only way that the 

nonprofit sector is being impacted though.  

 

A deeper look at the ways nonprofits are currently being impacted by the COVID-19 crisis shows that there is quite 

a bit of variation based on the focus area of the organization. For example, 50% of respondents working at 

organizations focused on housing or homelessness reported an increase or sustained staff or volunteer absences 

compared to only 17% for respondents working at education focused organizations. By keying in on these 

differences, it may be possible to start identifying where resources need to be shifted or boosted within the sector 

to ensure community needs are being met. 
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Meeting Current Needs in the Nonprofit Sector 
 

We recognize that this is a unique situation that has forced nonprofits to operate in ways that are new and 

unfamiliar, and with this has 

come a slew of new needs 

across the sector. 59% of 

respondents stated that they 

had professional needs right 

now, with a common theme 

across all categories being 

help with operating remotely 

or in ways that meet social 

distancing requirements. 

Resource Sharing 
Identified as a Need by 
48% of Respondents 

By far, the greatest need cited 

by respondents was space for 

resource sharing. 

 

“Resources to continue 

to serve our neighbors in 

the best possible way. Sharing of ideas, what you are seeing others do that is working, etc.” 

 

Respondents are looking for resources ranging from “Zoom 101” to where to get, “food assistance, housing 

assistance, financial assistance, anything and everything.” Given the sudden change to remote work and program 

delivery, it is no surprise that a number of respondents specifically mentioned looking for resources on distance 

learning and working remotely. 

 

“We could use training, coaching and technical support on distance learning since this is a new 

arena for us. Resource sharing around best practices and best software/equipment for offering 

distance and online learning.” 

Common Thread Across All Needs: “This is so challenging” 

Whether the need named by respondents was resource sharing, coaching, training, or technical support, the 

common thread is that respondents are looking for assistance in how to operate, deliver programming, and engage 

with supporters and clientele remotely. As one respondent so concisely put it, “This is so challenging.” 

 

To help inform on what needs respondents identified we have included an appendix with a list of all narrative 

responses to the question “Please elaborate on the supports you selected in the prior question. For example, what 

time of topics could you / your organization use training on?” 
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