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 Current operations
•	 66% of Native nonprofit organizations are providing 

direct services to those affected by the COVID-19 
pandemic.

•	 1 in 5 Native nonprofit organizations has not 
received a grant to support their work within the last 
3 months.

•	 38% of Native nonprofits have reduced operations, 
working primarily remotely.

•	 Most Native nonprofits have narrowed services and 
added online programming. 

SNAPSHOT

The Native Nonprofit Sector and the COVID-19 Pandemic

Charting a Path Forward
Snapshot of findings:

66%

Future impact of COVID-19 on the sector
•	 69% of Native nonprofits expect to see a revenue decrease as 

a result of COVID-19. Even more, 43% of respondents expect to 
see a decrease of 25% or greater.

•	 Most Native nonprofits responded they will see the greatest 
impacts of COVID-19 in greater than three months. 

•	 35% of Native nonprofits anticipate having to reduce their staff 
size. To put this into context, most respondents had a mean 
staff size of 2 full-time and 2 part-time staff members. 

•	 Native nonprofits cite needs for general operating grants, 
personal protective equipment (PPE) and technology to help 
meet operational and programmatic needs. 

69%

Our survey shows that Native-led nonprofits have largely transitioned their work to respond 
to the COVID-19 health pandemic and the resulting economic crisis. Native leaders are 
operating in an environment of extreme uncertainty about what the future will look like, 
including the future of funding, organizational operations, and staffing. There is good reason 
for pessimism among Native nonprofit leaders as philanthropy has proven to be a fickle and 
undependable friend. We hope this survey serves as a reminder that Native communities 
must be prioritized and supported during and beyond this crisis.
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Native communities have been hit hard by the COVID-19 pandemic. Some Native communities, such as those in 
Arizona, New Mexico, Oregon, Mississippi, and Washington, have seen significant outbreaks of COVID-19. At the 
same time, all Native communities have been affected by the economic crisis that has gripped the country. With 
Native businesses closing permanently or shutting down temporarily to help stop the spread of the COVID-19 
virus, scholars estimate that there will be a $50 billion loss in economic activity in Native communities.1 

In the midst of this global pandemic, there has also been a radical push for social change by Black, Indigenous and 
People of Color (BIPOC) communities demanding that governments address systemic inequities. These systemic 
inequities have made Native communities more susceptible to COVID-19 outbreaks and less likely to receive 
adequate healthcare and medical attention, and they have perpetuated the lack of investment and large-scale 
focus on community-based strategies to combat these inequities.    

Given this context, First Nations Development Institute sought to understand the ways in which COVID-19 
has specifically impacted the Native nonprofit sector and how Native nonprofits are responding as the nation 
moves toward economic recovery post-COVID-19. To this end, First Nations issued a 20-question survey, and 
received over 290 responses from June 3-26, 2020. An overwhelming majority of respondents can be identified 
as community-based nonprofits. Therefore, these findings provide a snapshot of how grassroots and community-
based nonprofit organizations are responding and shifting operations under conditions of this global pandemic. 
First Nations limited our survey to only Native-led 501(c)(3) organizations, community-based organizations with a 
fiscal agent, and tribally designated 7871 organizations to complete the survey. We did this in order to understand 
the impact of COVID-19 on the growing and maturing third and independent sector in Native communities. 

1  https://indiancountrytoday.com/news/the-COVID-19-hit-to-indian-country-is-nearly-50-billion-RvMgaSDP8E-HSb7wIyMRDA

CRISIS 
GIVING

https://indiancountrytoday.com/news/the-covid-19-hit-to-indian-country-is-nearly-50-billion-RvMgaSDP8E-HSb7wIyMRDA
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Crisis and Giving to Native Communities and Causes
Data on foundation giving to Native communities and causes documents that Native communities are gravely 
impacted in economically challenging times. During recent economic recessions, giving to Native communities 
and causes declined significantly. In the economic recession of 2001, giving between 2000 and 2001 declined by 
18%, dropping from roughly $87 million to $71 million annually.2 

During the Great Recession from 2007 to 2009, overall philanthropic funding between 2006 and the start of the 
recession in 2007 declined by roughly 23%, from $114 million to $88 million annually. 

But giving to Native-controlled organizations has proven to be more troublesome in times of crisis. During 
the Great Recession, funding to Native-controlled organizations specifically declined from roughly $71 million 
annually to about $49 million annually in 2007, a 31% decrease in foundation funding. 

By 2014, funding for Native-controlled nonprofits had not yet returned to pre-Great Recession levels.3 In fact, since 
the Great Recession, funding to Native-controlled nonprofit organizations has continued to be volatile and in the 
form of single-year and program-restricted grants. It took about eight years, until 2015, for funding to return to 
prerecession levels.4 

Toward a Better Future for Native Americans: It’s Time for 
Philanthropy to Listen, Learn and Meaningfully Invest
Existing practices within philanthropy perpetuate the minimization, invisibility 
and exclusion of indigenous peoples, knowledge and communities. This status 
quo must be dismantled and rebuilt to center indigenous values, knowledge 
and sovereignty. The Native nonprofit sector continues to call on philanthropy 
to increase investment in Native-led change; formulate relationships with 
Native communities and learn from indigenous knowledge and frameworks for 
community and economic development. These demands are not new and have 
been made consistently by the Native nonprofit sector for at least 30 years. 
Although philanthropy has been defiant and resistant to centering indigenous 
peoples in any meaningful way, Native communities will continue to fight for 

equity and justice for our communities. 

2 Hicks, Sarah, and Miriam Jorgensen. (2005). “Philanthropy in Indian Country: Who is Giving? Who is Receiving?” Paper presented at 
Association for Research on Nonprofit Organizations and Voluntary Action, 2004, Los Angeles, California.  

3 First Nations Development Institute. (2018). Growing Inequity: Large Foundation Giving to Native American Organizations and Causes - 
2006-2014. Longmont, CO.

4 First Nations Development Institute. Growing Inequity: Large Foundation Giving to Native Communities and Causes, 2006-2014. 
Longmont, CO, 2018. Also see, Native Americans in Philanthropy and Candid. “Investing in Native Communities: Philanthropic Funding for 
Native America Communities and Causes,” 2019.  

CRISIS 
GIVING

and

FUTURE
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Average age of organization respondent: 22 years 

Respondents’ primary areas of work (respondents could select up to three options): 

Education 44%

Arts and culture 38%

Other 28%

Community and economic development 25%

Health 17%

Agriculture 16%

Environment 15%

Human services 14%

Human rights 6%

Information and communications 4%

Philanthropy 4%

Sports and recreation 3%

Fishing and forestry 3%

Religion 2%

Public affairs 2%

Science 2%

Social sciences 1%

International relations 0%

Public safety 0%

RESPONDENTS
Survey Respondents

Average age of organization respondent:

Average organization staff size before COVID-19: 

Median 
full-time 
staff

Median 
part-time 
staff

Median 
volunteers2 3 6

22 years
29
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COVID-19 Pandemic Response
Most Native nonprofit organizations (66%) are providing direct services to their local communities in response to 
COVID-19. 

Is your organization providing direct services to those affected by the COVID-19 pandemic?

Yes 66%

No 34%

If yes, what type of services are you providing?

Frontline relief or services 15%

Essential services 56%

Other 29%

The majority of respondents are providing essential services in response to COVID-19. Fifty-six percent of 
respondents reported providing essential services, including food access, emergency shelter for families, child 
welfare, elder care, and animal care. Fifteen percent of respondents indicated they are providing frontline relief or 
services, including healthcare and personal protective equipment. Nearly 30% of respondents are providing other 
kinds of relief for their communities, including veterans support, domestic abuse support, and economic relief for 
individuals and local businesses. 

66%RESPONSE
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Operations and Finances during COVID-19
Nearly 20% of Native nonprofits reported receiving no funding in the last three months. Among Native nonprofits 
that did receive funding in the last three months, the majority received funding from foundations (56%) and 
46% of respondents received gifts from individual donors. Native nonprofits also reported receiving government 
support, including federal (27%); state, county, or city governments (24%); and tribal government support (10%).  

Did your organization receive funding from any of the following sources in the last 3 months? 

Foundation 56%

Individual 46%

Federal Government 27%

State, County, or City Government 24%

We have not received funding in the last 3 months 19%

Corporate 17%

Tribal Government 10%

Fifty-six percent of Native nonprofits that received funding in the last three months received funding from both 
new donors and long-term supporters. Twenty-two percent of respondents noted equal amounts of gifts from 
new and long-term donors. 

If you received funding in the last 3 months, what type of donors was this funding from?

Both 56%

New donors 22%

Long-term donors 22%

Thirty-eight percent of nonprofits in Native communities have reduced operations and are primarily working 
remotely. Twenty-four percent of respondents are fully operational and working primarily remotely. Overall, 
Native nonprofits are working remotely with only about 31% of respondents working onsite, with 13% being fully 
operational and 18% with reduced operations. Roughly three months into the global pandemic, 7% of Native 
nonprofits have had to suspend operations. 

Which of the following best describes how your organization is operating today? 

We are fully operational, working primarily remotely 24%

We are fully operational, working primarily onsite 13%

We have reduced operations, working primarily remotely 38%

We have reduced operations, working primarily onsite 18%

We have had to suspend our operations/work 7%

OPERATIONS 
FINANCES

and
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Impacts of COVID-19
Staff Reductions

•	 13% of Native nonprofit respondents anticipate having to reduce full-time staff size
•	 22% of Native nonprofit respondents anticipate having to reduce part-time staff size

Average expected staff reductions due to COVID-19 among respondents are:

•	 Median full-time staff reduction: 2
•	 Median part-time staff reduction: 2

Revenue Impact
Nearly 70% of Native nonprofits expect to see revenue decreases in the next 12 months as a result of COVID-19. 
Forty-three percent of respondents expect to see a decrease of 25% or more, and 26% expect to see a decrease 
of 25% or less. Only 5% of respondents expect no change, and 19% of respondents are unsure about the financial 
impacts of COVID-19 on their nonprofit budgets. Only 5% of Native nonprofits expect to see any increase in 
funding. 

How do you think your organization’s revenue will be impacted in the next 12 months?

Decrease significantly (25% or greater) 43%

Decrease somewhat (less than 25%) 26%

No change 5%

Increase somewhat (less than 25%) 5%

Increase significantly (25% or greater) 2%

Unsure 19%

Our survey question asked respondents to identify all the ways their organization has been negatively 
impacted by COVID-19. A total of 92% of respondents noted they were negatively affected by the cancellation 
of programming or events, followed by 78% by a disruption of services to clients/communities, and 75% by 
travel restrictions. 67% of Native nonprofits had reduced revenue as a result of COVID-19. Forty-eight percent of 
respondents saw an increase in demand for services of support. 

While the majority of Native nonprofits have transitioned to remote working environments, 48% of Native 
nonprofits have experienced increased technology demands that negatively impacted their organizations.

13%

22%

IMPACTS 
COVID-19

of
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How is your organization being negatively impacted by the COVID-19 global pandemic?

Cancellation of programming or events 92%

Disruption of services to clients/communities 78%

Travel restrictions 75%

Contributions/revenue reduced 67%

Staffing/volunteer disruptions 60%

Operations 51%

Increased demand for services/support 49%

Lack of technology and skills to develop and accommodate online programming 48%

Mental health/stress management for clients/community 47%

Mental health/stress management for staff 45%

Disruption of supplies or services provided by partners 38%

Increased costs/expenses 38%

Other (please specify) 12%

When asked when Native nonprofits anticipate seeing more negative impacts this year, 48% of Native nonprofits 
anticipate seeing greater impacts after the next three months. Ten percent expect seeing greater impacts within 
the next three months, 9% expect to see impacts within the next two months, and 24% of expect to see negative 
impacts within the next month. Only 9% noted that they expect no impact. 

My nonprofit expects to see greater impacts from COVID-19...

in greater than 3 months 48%

in 3 months 10%

in 2 months 9%

in 1 month 24%

No impact anticipated 9%



12 The Native Nonprofit Sector and the COVID-19 Pandemic

Charting a Path Forward

Organizational Adaptation During COVID-19
When asked how has your organization adapted during the pandemic, Native organizations indicated the 
following responses: 60% of Native nonprofits have narrowed their offerings or programs, 55% have added online 
programming and 45% have provided personal protective equipment to staff and volunteers. Forty-one percent of 
respondents have reduced operational costs, created new fundraising campaigns, and increased onsite cleaning.  

What measures have you taken to manage/deal with the impact of the pandemic on your 
organization?

Narrowed service offerings/programs 60%

Added online programming 55%

Provided PPE to staff/volunteers 45%

Reduced other operational costs 41%

Created new fundraising campaigns 41%

Increased cleaning services onsite 41%

Added new services 38%
Made structural changes to office space to accommodate social distancing of staff/
clients 33%

Took out a loan 24%

Other (please specify) 22%

Furloughed employees 17%

Delayed paying bills 13%

Reduced salaries 8%

Permanent layoffs 4%

None of the above 2%

ADAPTATION
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Moving Forward
A majority of Native nonprofits, nearly 70%, noted that moving forward they need general operating support. 
Sixteen percent need regular project or program funding, and 12% need COVID-19 emergency response funds. 
Previous research documents that only 10% of all grant funds that flow to Native communities and causes is for 
general operating support. These unrestricted dollars will be critical in helping Native communities rebuild post-
COVID-19. 

What type of funding do you need the most?

Unrestricted funding (to cover operational costs) 69%

Regular project or program funding 16%

COVID-19 emergency response funds 12%

Other (please specify) 4%

Forty-two percent of Native nonprofits applied for a Paycheck Protection Program (PPP) loan; 29% had received 
a loan, 5% had a pending application, 3% applied but had not yet received funds, and 4% applied and were 
rejected. Ten percent of Native nonprofits had not yet applied but planned to apply. About 50% of respondents 
who anticipated having to do staff layoffs had applied for a PPP loan. 

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

No, did not apply for funds and not planning to apply 48%

Yes, approved for and already received funds 29%

No, have not applied for funds but planning to apply 10%

Yes, applied for funds but application still pending approval 5%

Yes, applied and approved for funds but not yet received 3%

Yes, applied for funds but application was rejected due to unavailability of PPP funds 2%

Yes, applied for funds but application was rejected for other reasons 2%

MOVING 
FORWARD
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A total of 48% of Native nonprofits did not apply for funds and did not plan to apply for a PPP loan. When asked 
why organizations did not apply, the two most cited trends in responses were:

•	 Many Native organizations lacked complete information on the loan program and/or did not see the 
benefits of the loan. 

•	 Many believed they did not meet requirements due to issues such as budgets or reliance on volunteers. 

When asked what does your organization need to thrive during and after the COVID-19 pandemic, respondents 
could provide up to three responses. Trends from the results noted the following: 

•	 General operating support is imperative to respond to community needs. 
•	 The majority of Native nonprofits have moved operations and services to virtual spaces. Consequently, 

they need technology, equipment and training on best practices for virtual operations. 
•	 Native nonprofit leaders are extremely concerned about mental health support for community members 

especially for youth and elders. They cite a need for effective ways to engage community members to 
help youth and elders cope with the mental effects of COVID-19. 

•	 Native nonprofits need access to personal protective equipment. As nonprofits continue to serve their 
local community and even think about opening their offices with limited staff, they will need PPE to help 
keep staff and clients safe. 

•	 Internet access remains a challenge for Native communities. 

Prioritizing Current Needs

•	 Native nonprofits would like philanthropy to openly commit to funding Native-led organizations. Beyond 
that, they would like them to commit to general operating and multi-year support. 

•	 Native communities need a commitment from philanthropy to invest in combating systemic inequities 
that continue to directly affect Native communities. This includes investing in access to water, quality 
housing, technological infrastructure, and direct strategies for community and economic development to 
improve the well-being of Native citizens. 

•	 Given that philanthropy is based on relationships, Native nonprofit leaders expressed the need for 
alternative networking and connection opportunities with current and new funders.
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Conclusion
Overall, this survey highlights that Native nonprofit 
leaders are operating with a great deal of uncertainty 
about the future of their organizations, as well 
as pessimism about the future of philanthropic 
support that will affect budgets, staffing and 
programs. The uncertainty and pessimism is for 
good reason. In previous crises that have gripped 
the nation, philanthropy has divested support to 
Native communities. While we do see foundations 
reinvesting in times of recovery, it has been shown to 
take years for levels of support to rebound to pre-
crisis levels.

At First Nations, we will continue to work with 
our community partners to ensure that Native 
communities are not forgotten and that they receive 
the support they need during this health pandemic 
and beyond.

CONCLUSION
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