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The Impact of COVID-19 on Minority Nonprofit
Organizations in Baltimore
Overview
Funding remains a primary concern for nonprofit organizations (NPOs) during national
crises. Additionally, policy and regulation can also help or hinder a NPO’s capacity to
provide needed services to a given community. The response and operation of NPOs to the
current pandemic is largely influenced by government action and other private entities.
Understanding the present challenges being faced by NPOs in the greater socioeconomic
context can better inform the future direction for these organizations in public health and
potentially other fields.

Executive Summary
The uncertainty surrounding the pandemic and lack of clarity about how small nonprofit
organizations in Baltimore will survive and reopen post COVID-19 was captured in the
survey responses from local nonprofit organizations. The results highlighted some of the
challenges posed by COVID-19. The organizations noted that the inability to meet in person
has made it impossible for many of them to do their work of reaching and serving clients,
teaching classes, caring for children, and fundraising. The frustration with technology
access, lack of timely and accurate information regarding COVID-19 and lack of know-how
about the right technology to use were also voiced. Many of the organizations expressed
that the disruption caused by COVID-19 impacted donations (and by extension reduced
their funding resources), increased service needs and reduced volunteers. The survey
respondents expressed a desire for training on the effective use of technology, access to
timely information on COVID-19, and help with virtual volunteer recruitment and
engagement.

About the Survey
The Towson University Empowering Communities Project, supported by the Baltimore
Towson University (BTU) Initiative, conducted a two-week survey between July 7 and July
19, 2020 to assess the impact of the COVID-19 outbreak on Baltimore City nonprofits and
their operations. The survey was sent out to 50 nonprofit organizations identifying as Black
or Minority oriented. The survey concluded with a response rate of 50 percent (25 out of 50
organizations). The results of the survey are a clear indication that the pandemic is a
systemic issue that is tied to the economic situation being experienced across the country.
Responses to questions related to the impact on service level, revenue, events, volunteer
recruitment and capacity indicate that, while the specific impacts on the organizations
varies, COVID-19 has significantly disrupted the activities of these organizations and
shifted the landscape within which they work.
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Organizations in the study
The survey was sent out to 50 nonprofit organizations identifying as Black or Minority
oriented. The breakdown of the sector, staff and revenue is presented below.

Nonprofit Classification
The nonprofit organizations surveyed provide essential services to Baltimore residents and
come from a variety of sectors. The largest number work in the area of youth development,
with 25 percent of respondents identifying as part of the sector. The Education and
Housing/Community development sectors each accounted for 15 percent of the survey
respondents. The Humanitarian/Basic Needs sector accounted for 10 percent of the survey
respondents.

NON PROFIT SECTOR
Other
15%

Education
15%

Humanitarian/Basic
Needs
10%
Youth development
25%

Homelessness
5%

Seniors
5%
Vulnerable Adults
5%
Environment
5%
Housing/Community development
15%
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Organization Size
Organizations were asked to indicate their staff size from a range of 1 to 5 to over 100. Most
organizations surveyed (70 percent) have five or fewer staff. The remaining 30 percent of
respondents were spilt between the 6 to 15 and 30 to 50 ranges, with 20 percent of
respondents having a staff size in the 5 to 15 range and 10 percent in the 30 to 50 range.

Organization Staff Size

17%
1 to 5

25%

6 to 15

58%

30 to 50

Organization Budget
The organizations also varied significantly with regard to their budgets. Their budgets
ranged from under $10,000 to over $1 million. Half of the organizations surveyed had
budgets between $100,000 to $500,000. Of the remaining respondents, 10 percent had a
budget of under $10,000; 15 percent had a budget from $10,000 to $50,000; 10 percent had
a budget from $50,000 to $100,000, and 15 percent had a budget of over $1 million.

Organizational Budget Size
50%

10%

15%

UNDER $10,000 $10,000 TO
$50,000

10%
$50,000 TO
$100,000

0%
$100,000 TO
$500,000

$500,000 TO
$1M

15%
OVER $1M
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Impact of COVID-19 on Nonprofit Operations
The organizations experienced dramatic changes in their operations as a result of the
pandemic. The shifts in their operations is presented below.

Impact on Fundraising and Revenue
The COVID-19 crisis is impacting nonprofit organizations in varied ways. This is evident
in their fundraising and revenue. Somewhat surprisingly, a significant number of the
organizations (46 percent) reported that their revenue has increased during the pandemic.
At the same time, roughly half of the organizations (percent) saw their revenue decrease,
with 18 percent reporting that their revenue decreased significantly.
Respondents provided explaining the increase or decrease in fundraising and revenue. Some
key themes were expressed in the explanations. Respondents’ explanations for the
decreased funding included canceled fundraising events, frozen state budgets, changes in
the priorities of funders, funders reallocating funds to support COVID-19, individuals
donors facing financial uncertainties, and renewing grants having been decreased.
Explanations for increased funding emphasized new funding and grants made available due
to COVID-19. This includes an increase in philanthropic giving in response to COVID-19,
the availability of emergency COVID-19 response funding to provide relief services and
mutual aid programs, specific funding for new projects to meet the needs of families, and
funding available to due to increased awareness generated through social media.

How has COVID-19 impacted you
organization's fundraising?
45%

41%

40%
35%

31%

30%
25%
20%

18%

15%

5%

10%

5%

5%
0%
DECREASED
SIGNIFICANTLY

DECREASED
SOMEWHAT

NO CHANGE

INCREASED
SOMEWHAT

INCREASED
SIGNIFICANTLY
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Participation in the Paycheck Protection Program
The Paycheck Protection Program (PPP) administered by the Small Business
Administration (SBA) is one of the key supports the federal government is providing to
small businesses and nonprofit organizations. A majority of the organizations surveyed have
not received funds under the PPP. Half of the organizations applied for funding through the
program, with 40 percent of the organizations having been approved and having received
the funds. At the time of the survey, all of the organizations that were approved for funds
had already received funds. Only 10 percent applied but were rejected.

Has your organization applied for/received funds
under the Paycheck Protection Program (PPP) through
the Small Business Administration (SBA)?

40%

5%
0%

Yes, approved Yes, applied Yes, applied
for and
and approved for funds, but
already
for funds but
application
received funds have not yet was rejected
received
for other
reasons

40%

10%

0%
No, has not
applied for
funds, but
planning to

No, did not Not sure if we
apply for
will apply
funds and not
planning to
apply
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Impact on Operational Costs
The crisis has also had an impact on the operating costs of many of the organizations.
While a number of organizations (27 percent) reported no change in their operational costs,
23 percent reported a decrease in costs, and 45 percent reported an increase – with 23
percent having a significant increase. Only one organization reported a significant decrease
in operational costs.
Narrative explanations of the changes in operating costs provide some key insights. The
explanations for the decrease in operational costs centered on cost reductions resulting
from operating virtually. Explanations for the increase in operational costs included the
need for new staff to run new programs as volunteers were not available, increasing overhead costs
and an increase in the populations being served as the demand for services increased. For

example, one informant reported that they had to increase their feeding program by 400
percent, as they went “from feeding 650 children a week to 2,300”.

How has COVID-19 impacted your
organization's operational costs?
30%
27%
25%

23%

23%

23%

20%
15%
10%
5%
5%
0%
DECREASED
SIGNIFICANTLY

DECREASED
SOMEWHAT

NO CHANGE

INCREASED
SOMEWHAT

INCREASED
SIGNIFICANTLY
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Impact on Volunteer Events and Activities
The importance of volunteers to the nonprofit sector cannot be overstated. The Baltimore
nonprofits surveyed are struggling with volunteer availability during this pandemic. The
majority of the organizations (81percent) reported a decrease in their volunteer event and
activities. The explanations for the decrease emphasized the closure of physical locations,
adherence to CDC requirements, hosting virtual events and safety concerns of would be
volunteers.

What impact has COVID-19 had on your
volunteer and event activities?
80%
70%

72%

60%
50%
40%
30%
20%

9%

9%

10%

5%

5%

0%
DECREASED
SIGNIFICANTLY

DECREASED
SOMEWHAT

NO CHANGE

INCREASED
SOMEWHAT

INCREASED
SIGNIFICANTLY

Impact on Service Needs
The COVID-19 crisis has also had an impact on the needs of the populations that the
Baltimore nonprofits serve. A majority (60 percent) of surveyed organizations indicated an
increase in the need for their services, with 40 percent reporting a significant increase in
need. While 27 percent reported no change in need, few respondents reported a decrease in
need (13 percent). The narrative explanations for the significant increase in service needs
include: increased dependence on nonprofits, a spike in domestic violence (for those
nonprofits operating in that space), the need to keep children busy, and the demand for
shelter.
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Has COVID-19 impacted the service needs of
your organization?
40%
27%
18%
9%
DECREASED
SIGNIFICANTLY

4%
DECREASED
SOMEWHAT

NO CHANGE

INCREASED
SOMEWHAT

INCREASED
SIGNIFICANTLY

Organization Needs for Navigating the Crisis
The crisis has created new organization needs while also exacerbating pre-existing needs.
While the organizations’ needs vary, there are some general areas where support will likely
have a significant impact.

Organization Capacity for Virtual and Remote Work
While a majority of the organizations reported having full capacity to operate virtually, several
reported having limited or no capacity at all. Of the organizations with technical capacity, 55
percent reported having full technical capacity to operate virtually, while 35 percent only had a
limited capacity for remote work. Only 10 percent of organizations surveyed had no technical
capacity for remote work.
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To what extent does your organization
have the technical capacity for virtual
and remote work
55%

35%

10%
WE DON'T HAVE ACCESS TO
ANY OF IT

WE HAVE LIMITED TECHNICAL
CAPACITY

WE HAVE FULL TECHNICAL
CAPACITY

Resource Needs
Respondents were asked about the resources they need to help them navigate the pandemic.
A majority of respondents indicated financial assistance was their greatest need. The next
most common response was technical support – either equipment or access (devices, laptops,
WIFI equipment/access), or training. Beyond the most common responses, some of the
particular needs organizations expressed are also worth noting. For example, one respondent
needed access to space to distribute PPE and to possibly serve as a testing site for COVID-19.
Another mentioned the need for a “courier or delivery service” that could deliver supplies to
their clients.

Information Needs
As these organizations navigate the pandemic, information is critical. While some respondents
claimed there was no information that they needed that they did not have access to (indeed one
respondent claimed to have information “overload”), many expressed a desire for more
information. Again the most common type of information sought related to funding.
Respondents also wanted information related to how to keep staff, clients and volunteers
safe as well as general updates on the crisis as well as updates on the CDC guidelines.
More than one respondent desired information on how other organizations are managing the
crisis (or have managed similar crises) – essentially best practices or models for action.
Again, some specific responses that stood out include one response regarding how to provide
jobs or internships to youth and another desiring information on food certification and
training.
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Training Needs
Respondents were asked if there were any kinds of training that they would like to have. Most
respondents expressed a desire for training – though they varied in what kinds of training they
felt would be useful. The most common response was some form of technical training related
to the use of technology or working virtually/remotely. The organizations highlighted
various challenges related to that realm including working remotely and managing remote
workers, as well as cultivating community engagement and community organizing
through virtual means. There were also concerns about laws, regulations and best practices
regarding virtual programming for youth. In addition, the organizations would like to
access training related to the following:
►
►
►
►
►
►
►
►

Trauma informed care
Time Management
Databases & data analytics
Communicating virtually
Board member trainings
Undoing racism training
Financial management for unusual times
General support/mentoring for Executive Directors during the changing times

Virtual Volunteers
Respondents were split on the need for virtual volunteers – with roughly half expressing the
need or desire for virtual volunteers. This could be due to the lack of capacity on the part of the
nonprofits on how to engage virtual volunteers. Responses included:
► “We would be interested in talking to some individual about virtual opportunities.”
► “Social Media Marketing help would be great”
► “We need help with messaging. We don’t have internal staff dedicated to social media and
newsletters”

Reopening/Returning to In-Person Activities
Has your organization begun to
reopen/relax stay at home restrictions

40%
60%

Yes
No
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For the most part, the organizations have not yet returned to normal activities. Only one
respondent reported that they had returned to all of their previous activities. A majority of the
respondents (60 percent) have not yet returned to in-person activities. Almost all of those that
had returned to in-person activities reported that they did so with various restrictions and
adjustments. For example, respondents claimed they were doing the following:
► Hosting social distanced volunteer events
► Holding Small group meetings in person and outside with social distancing
► Having donation drop offs by appointment
The nonprofits surveyed were riddled with concerns regarding reopening amid the uncertainty
of the pandemic. When asked about their concerns regarding returning to in-person activities,
not surprisingly, safety was the most frequently mentioned concern regarding reopening.
There were also concerns specific to the area of work (e.g., how to handle clothing donations,
or uncertainty about schools reopening). Beyond that, some general concerns included
transportation (especially mass transit) and participation and attendance of volunteers and
clients. Many are also concerned about disruption of supplies and increased demand for
services. Some of the concerns include:
►
►
►
►
►
►

Exposing students and volunteers to the virus
Health safety of staff
Unclear guidance from the government
Lack of confidence that people will consistently wear masks
Transportation for youth
Donations

Organizations have that have not yet returned to in-person activities claimed that their plans to
return will be based on the directions of government officials and decisions by the schools as
well as the comfort of their particular stakeholders. Importantly, a number of the nonprofits are
involved in youth services and rely on schools to support their work and other activities
including fundraising. The following responses regarding reopening decisions were typical:
► “Will decide to reopen when schools will reopen and when our staff, students and
volunteers are comfortable with returning”
► “Following CDC guidelines and the Governor and Mayor's orders.”
► “Decided to start some in-person, one-on-one appointments because Baltimore City has
entered Stage 2.”
► “When government and insurance say it is ok and people feel comfortable”
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Significant Changes and New Activities
Out of necessity, respondents have had to make some significant changes to navigate the
crisis. From their perspectives, the most significant changes have been related to the shift from
in-person activities and/or the changes to how in-person interactions can be carried out. This
relates to both the delivery of their services (e.g., delivering items versus clients picking them
up; or shifting to virtual programming) as well as in managing their organizations (e.g.,
shifting to virtual meetings). At times this has meant cancelling activities and events (e.g.
“Cancelling our annual fundraising event (15 percent of annual revenue)”) or just changed
approaches (e.g., “shifting appointments from in-person to phone”).

Have you begun any new activities as a
result of the crisis?

40%
60%

Yes
No

Beyond the shift (or pause) in how they conducted their normal activities, respondents have
also initiated new activities or expanded their previous work. For example, some reported
initiating food distribution or expanding already existing food programs. The context has led
the respondents to create or expand activities in ways they may not have anticipated. One
noted that they have had to expand their work supporting vulnerable homeowners given the
economic impact of the crisis; another described distributing PPE and setting up hand washing
stations for homeless individuals; and another initiated an internship program and a poetry
challenge for youth they work with. The respondents initiated a variety of other noteworthy
activities including:
►
►
►
►

Delivering food and medical supplies,
Distributing devices (e.g., smart phones and tablets)
Providing internet access to families
Providing a range of virtual activities
o
o
o
o

Virtual outreach in place of face-to-face activities
Virtual meetings
Virtual programming for youth and families
Webinars

► Expanded Social Media presence
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Racial Justice and Police Reform in the Midst of the
Pandemic
The health, economic, and social impact of the pandemic has been felt by everyone in one way
or the other. However, there are communities that are underserved with existing economic,
social and racial inequities who feel the impact more. In that context, it is important to
recognize that in the midst of the COVID-19 crisis the eruption of protests around policing has
impacted many of the organizations’ communities, clients, staff and volunteers. Given that
reality, organizations were asked if they addressed these issues in any way. Some
organizations had not addressed the issue (e.g., “We are not a political organization in any
manner or thought. Our obligation … is providing food, dental hygiene products and coats to
those who need it.”). However, the vast majority (70 percent) reported having addressed the
issue in some way. Typically, this seems to have been through statements of support for
reform, internal discussions and encouraging activism. Many of the respondents connected
their day-to-day work with the issue of racial justice. Some of the responses are below:
► “Providing sessions to listen to the youth and allow them a platform to regroup safely and
come up with strategies to resolve the issues”
► “Internal discussions and participations in surveys and writing campaigns”
► “Discussed it with our students and have made changes to future events in order to address
these events”
► “We are known to speak on red-lining and systemic racism, we sent out a Juneteenth
newsletter asking our supporters to stay safe. The goal is to be inclusive among our
supporters as we fight for equity and equality every day in life”
► “We have had conversations with our families, community leaders, and speaking with our
families regarding the current times. Our organization has publicly supported movements
centered on valuing the life African Americans”

Conclusion
The responses highlighted general themes: the organizations have been impacted in varying
ways – but they have all been impacted. Further, the organizations have some common needs –
funding and technical support; but there are specific needs related to their particular sector.
They have not yet returned to normal operations, and most have not returned to in-person
activities. As far as reopening is concerned, the organizations will return based on the guidance
and decisions from public officials and the comfort of their stakeholders.
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Recommendations
As is evident from the responses to this survey, the organizations are facing a number of
challenges and need external support. This is critical because, on one hand the crisis has made
it more difficult for these organizations to maintain their work at the pre-COVID levels, at the
same time, the needs for the services they provide has been expanded significantly due to the
crisis. They are needed more, at a time when they are struggling just to sustain themselves.
Thus, we suggest that entities who provide funding and other resources and forms of support
to nonprofits target specific efforts at organizations like those we surveyed. Key contributions
should include:

For Foundations, Government Officials and other Resource
providers:
The evolving situation with COVID-19 means that Foundations, Government officials and
Resource providers have to rethink how they engage with nonprofit organizations.
Foundations may have to relax some of their stringent rules and allow these organizations to
divert funds where it is most needed and not where the foundations want it spent. Government
officials can help by ensuring that timely and accurate information filters down to these
organizations, and that the information is free from ambiguity. Resource providers may help
by linking the organizations with available, free or low-cost resources as the focus goes to
survivability. At this juncture, flexibility should be the center of what everyone should be
focused on to help the organizations prepare for reopening and continue to provide for their
communities.

For Towson University (TU):
TU can play a key role in helping these organizations build their capacity to navigate the
challenges presented by the COVID-19 crisis. TU can make significant contributions by
providing information and training and connecting these organizations to resource providers.
TU may also consider hosting events that can deliver training using university personnel or
convene experts who can deliver these trainings. Further, TU can also provide updates and
health guidelines and protocols.
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