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A Grantmaker’s Playbook 
for Leading Your 
Community Through 
Economic Uncertainty

Four Key Ways to Provide Equitable Support to 
Your Community in Challenging Times
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Introduction
In times of immense challenge, nonprofits and grantmakers play a crucial role 
in supporting their local communities. We have seen this in practice over the 
past several years, as we united to support one another through the COVID-19 
pandemic—and the economic uncertainty that came with it—and fight social 
and racial injustice. As they worked to support their communities, nonprofits 
experienced issues such as staffing shortages, lack of funding and supplies, 
and fundraising challenges in the face of increased need. 

Today, as economists warn of a looming recession, inflation continues to 
skyrocket, leading to new challenges for communities everywhere. Despite 
all of this, according to the Giving USA 2022 Annual Report, Americans 
gave $484.85 billion to charity in 2021, which is a 4% increase from 2020. 
Additionally, 19% of funds were donated by foundations. In fact, the report 
stated “giving by foundations reached the second-highest inflation-adjusted 
level in 2021, behind an all-time inflation-adjusted high in 2020.” 

Looking back at the Great Recession between 2007 and 2009, the 
philanthropic sector experienced some downturn during and following 
the recession, but many organizations persevered. According to Nonprofit 
Quarterly, certain types of organizations such as healthcare, higher education, 
and human services experienced the most support due to the demand for their 
services. Additionally, according to RKD Group, organizations that minimized 
their fundraising efforts during this time were slower to rebound. In assessing 
foundation trends, Candid found that more than 40% of large foundations 
in the United States shifted their support to causes directly mitigating the 
effects of the recession. Ultimately, foundations weathered the recession well, 
experiencing just a 2% drop in giving between 2008 and 2009, remaining 
stable in the years following. 

The reality is that grantmakers should always be prepared to face economic 
uncertainty and work to build a stronger nonprofit infrastructure in their 
communities. In turn, nonprofits will be better equipped to provide support 
no matter the economic outlook. While increasing budgets may not always be 
an option, there are several strategies you can implement to ensure you are 
prepared to support your community in unprecedented times. 

https://givingusa.org/
https://givingusa.org/
https://givingusa.org/
https://nonprofitquarterly.org/the-great-recession-nonprofit-winners-and-losers/
https://nonprofitquarterly.org/the-great-recession-nonprofit-winners-and-losers/
https://blog.rkdgroup.com/how-can-nonprofits-prepare-for-fundraising-during-an-economic-downturn
https://blog.candid.org/post/foundations-and-the-great-recession-context-for-our-current-crises/
https://blog.candid.org/post/foundations-and-the-great-recession-context-for-our-current-crises/


Network for Good’s Jumpstart 
program begins with a nonprofit 
needs assessment—a fast, 
effortless, peer-tested way 
to help you understand what 
keeps nonprofit leaders up at 
night and how you can prioritize 
investments that will drive 
greater impact. This 15-minute 
survey allows nonprofits to 
share their challenges openly 
so you can tailor your efforts to 
their unique experiences. 

Learn more about the Jumpstart needs assessment.  
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1. Know Your Community’s  
Needs and Challenges  
First and foremost, it’s important to understand the needs of your community and the nonprofits you support. 
Take a look at your community as a whole and the organizations within it. What are some of the most prominent 
needs within the community? What demographics are represented within the community? Are you currently 
addressing these needs and communities through your grantmaking practices? 

Take the time to listen to your local nonprofit leaders to learn more about their specific needs and identify 
themes. According to the 2020 Charity Aid Foundation of America (CAF America) report, 805 nonprofits of 
various sizes across 152 countries identified some of their top capacity building priorities during and beyond 
the COVID-19 pandemic as technology, communications, finance, fundraising, leadership, and diversity, 
equity and inclusion. 

Nonprofits in your community likely have some of the same needs and challenges–some of which may be 
ongoing. By painting a picture of the nonprofit landscape in your community, you can better support their 
needs in times of crisis and instability.

https://nfgjumpstart.s3.amazonaws.com/Content/Jumpstart+Assessment+Overview
https://www.cafamerica.org/wp-content/uploads/CV19_6_Report_cafamerica.pdf
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A Universal Challenge: Fundraising 
Whether they are experiencing economic uncertainty or not, fundraising remains a top challenge cited by 
nonprofit leaders. Fundraising is complex and requires a lot of resources to support its key elements:

Oftentimes, nonprofits experience budget, staff, or technical infrastructure constraints which have leaders 
looking for ways to accomplish these tasks effectively. Additionally, in times of economic uncertainty, many 
nonprofits pull back on fundraising efforts, assuming donors will not contribute out of concern for their 
personal finances. 

However, this is counterproductive as many donors are even more willing to support their favorite 
nonprofits and causes they believe in during challenging times. In fact, according to CAF America, 67.80% 
of nonprofits launched new fundraising campaigns during the COVID-19 pandemic, allowing them to 
retain donors and even attract new ones. Many of these campaigns were made more successful through 
technology, which allowed them to become more efficient and effective. Funders can help break down 
barriers to success by providing tech-enabled capacity building, education, and funding to support 
nonprofits during challenging times.  

Donor management  
and cultivation

Content development
Marketing and 

communications

https://www.cafamerica.org/wp-content/uploads/CV19_6_Report_cafamerica.pdf


Capacity Building in Action: 
R.C. Durr Foundation and Horizon Community Funds took similar steps to determine how to better support 
nonprofits beyond traditional grantmaking. They surveyed Northern Kentucky nonprofits to learn more 
about their needs and worked with Jumpstart to establish a capacity building program. 

Learn more about their Jumpstart journey.  
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2. Use Data to Inform Your Decision Making 
During times of economic uncertainty, it is more important than ever to make informed decisions about 
investments to support your community. Collecting data from a diverse sample of your community to 
ensure all voices are represented can help you do this effectively. Follow the steps below to ensure you 
establish a strong foundation for this work. 

Identify Your Community’s Needs and Take Action 

• Audit Your Existing Data: Review the information you already have regarding your nonprofit partners. 
Identify any themes among the types of causes and audiences these organizations serve. What gaps are 
there in the data you have historically collected? Use this as a guide for producing a nonprofit survey. 

• Survey Your Community: Launch a survey to learn more about the specific challenges nonprofits in 
your community are facing. While this is a great way to identify key themes, it’s important to note that 
some nonprofits may not be able to provide accurate statistical data about their organization due to a 
lack of proper technology like a donor management system. 

• Review the Data: Once you have collected this information, take the time to review, identify key themes, 
and establish ways in which you can provide support. 

• Host Educational Sessions: Identify universal challenges within your community and invite locally and 
nationally-recognized experts to live events that dive deeper into these topics. Provide actionable steps 
nonprofits can take to prepare for and weather economic uncertainty. 

• Take Action: While providing learning opportunities is a great start, it’s important to take action against the 
challenges your community identifies. Whether this means establishing a grant, making grant requirements 
more attainable, or investing in capacity building, take steps to address your findings head on. 

• Collect Follow-Up Data: Once you have implemented various avenues for support, it’s important to 
take a step back and evaluate the work you have done. What success have nonprofits in your community 
experienced due to your efforts? Are they able to take advantage of the grant support you have 
provided? What impact has capacity building had in creating more effective organizations? In the interest 
of providing continued support to your community and taking the reporting burden off of nonprofits, 
take the time to collect and review feedback and make changes accordingly.

https://www.durrfoundation.com/
https://www.horizonfunds.org/
https://nfgjumpstart.s3.amazonaws.com/Case+Studies/kentucky-funders-group-case-study


Network for Good’s Jumpstart program is a great way for grantmakers to make this sort of investment in 
their nonprofit community. Our team will work with you to conduct a nonprofit assessment to identify a 
cohort of nonprofits to receive guidance from a personal fundraising coach as well as Network for Good’s 
easy-to-use fundraising software. Following the year-long program, grantmakers receive an impact report 
outlining the growth and success their cohort experienced through the program. This is a compelling 
storytelling tool to illustrate the impact your organization is making in your community. Interested in 
learning more? 
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3. Invest in Organizational Resiliency 
Through Fundraising Capacity Building 
 
One of the biggest ways grantmakers can make an impact during challenging times is to invest in fundraising 
capacity building. Oftentimes, nonprofits have a smaller staff and must be extremely mindful of how they utilize 
their budget. This means investment in things like technology can often fall to the wayside. While one-time 
grants can be helpful, capacity building is key to creating a sustainable nonprofit. By investing in fundraising 
capacity building, organizations can better manage the three elements of fundraising we mentioned earlier—
donor management, content development, and marketing and communications. 

By marrying capacity building support with fundraising technology, nonprofits can manage donor information in 
one place; develop various types of content, from e-blasts to text and video messages; and launch compelling 
marketing campaigns. The more centralized their information and tools are, the fewer staff members are 
required to support the nonprofit’s efforts. Additionally, nonprofits can track donor interactions, engage when it 
makes the most sense, and foster stronger long-term relationships. 
 

Capacity Building in Action:  
The Robins Foundation, located in Richmond, Virginia, took part in Network for Good’s Jumpstart program, 
supporting two different cohorts of nonprofits. In total, it invested $150,000 in 30 nonprofit organizations, 
resulting in $2,048,732 in net new revenue raised by nonprofit participants.  
 
Learn more about the Robins Foundation’s investment in Jumpstart.

 
It’s clear that investing in fundraising capacity building is not only important, but it’s also effective. Giving 
nonprofits the tools they need to be successful will ultimately allow them to provide greater support to their 
constituents and create a stronger community.

Schedule a consultation today! 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UOD6FNSAybc&t=1s
https://learn.networkforgood.com/Jumpstart-Program-Info?utm_campaign=cta__contact__general-contact&utm_medium=website&utm_source=homepage


7

4. Focus on Investing in Organizations Led 
by and Supporting BIPOC Communities 
 
Historically, communities of color have received less support than others during times of economic 
uncertainty. According to the National Committee for Responsive Philanthropy (NCRP), at the height of the 
Great Recession in 2009, many foundations limited funding to BIPOC communities more than their total 
funding cuts.  

According to the Nonprofit Finance Fund 2022 State of the Nonprofit Sector survey, 
following the pandemic, 82% of BIPOC-led organizations said long-term sustainability is 
their top challenge.  

In fiscal year 21, 58% of Black-led organizations received Paycheck Protection Program 
(PPP) loans versus 76% of white-led organizations. 

 

Additionally, immigrant- and BIPOC-led organizations often face increased challenges when trying to 
secure financial and fundraising capacity building support.  

58%

82%

According to the Bridgespan Group, BIPOC leaders face four main challenges when 
seeking funding for their organization: 

• Meeting Funders: BIPOC leaders often do not have the same opportunities to make connections to 
funders in their communities. 

• Developing Relationships with Funders: Many people, including funders, have preconceived 
notions, biases, and microaggressions, which lead to challenges for BIPOC leaders working to 
develop relationships with potential funders. 

• Securing Funding: Due to inequitable funding evaluation and qualification practices, many BIPOC 
leaders struggle to secure funding. 

• Maintaining Funder Relationships: After securing initial funding, BIPOC leaders often experience 
challenges when maintaining relationships if funders do not share the same values and measures of 
success that they do. 

https://www.ncrp.org/2020/03/greatrecessionanalysis.html
https://nff.org/file/1919/download?token=kYkzfdJG
https://www.bridgespan.org/bridgespan/Images/articles/racial-equity-and-philanthropy/racial-equity-and-philanthropy.pdf


Capacity Building in Action:  
The Central Carolina Community Foundation (CCCF) is a great example of harnessing the power of 
capacity building to support and empower BIPOC organizations. CCCF works with over 500 nonprofit 
organizations in a diverse 11-county region. Erin E. Johnson, CCCF’s vice president of community 
investment, recognized the need to better support organizations led by and serving BIPOC and rural 
communities. This led CCCF to invest in Jumpstart’s capacity building program with a focus on providing 
diverse organizations with the tools and support they needed to be successful fundraisers. Since then, 
CCCF has invested in three Jumpstart cohorts. 

Learn more about their Jumpstart success story. 

Investing in Jumpstart allows you to become more than a funder. 
This yearlong program connects nonprofits with a personal fundraising coach who will guide them through 
their fundraising journey and teach best practices for diversifying their revenue. Plus, they’ll have simple, 
smart fundraising and donor management software to help them foster donor relationships and create 
compelling fundraising campaigns in an all-in-one platform. Interested in learning more about Jumpstart’s 
capacity building program? 

Contact us today to set up a free consultation. 
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As a grantmaker, it is critically important to provide equitable access to funding–especially fundraising and 
technology capacity building support. While offering training is a great way to support nonprofits, long-
term funding is key to building sustainable nonprofits. 

In developing your capacity building strategy, work to implement equitable practices to ensure all 
nonprofits have the fair opportunity to participate. Consider the guidelines and requirements in your 
application process. Are there any elements that may limit a certain demographic’s ability to participate? 
Evaluate what you have historically considered “winning” elements of an application. Are your benchmarks 
fair to people of all cultural backgrounds and perspectives? Do you provide funding opportunities with no 
strings attached? 

One way to do this is by funding a capacity building cohort through Jumpstart for BIPOC organizations 
in your community. Not only is this a great way to support sustainability, it provides an opportunity for 
networking and to learn more from BIPOC-led organizations about their specific challenges and pain points. 

https://www.yourfoundation.org/
https://nfgjumpstart.s3.amazonaws.com/Case+Studies/Central+Carolina+Community+Foundation+Case+Study.pdf
https://learn.networkforgood.com/Jumpstart-Program-Info?utm_campaign=cta__contact__general-contact&utm_medium=website&utm_source=homepage
https://nonprofitquarterly.org/redesigning-capacity-building-how-philanthropy-must-support-leaders-of-color/

