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Ten years after the Great Recession, the U.S. economy’s tectonic plates are once 
again rumbling and threatening to shift. In times of uncertainty, it’s useful to 
consider the Russian proverb “doveryai, no proveryai”—or, “trust, but verify”. While 
made famous stateside during the Cold War in the 1980s, it carries a timeless sense 
of unfussy prudence (a stark contrast with the hairstyles that carried the day). 
So now, even if we’re less likely to wear our hair sprayed and teased to the sky or 
listen to music on eight-tracks, nonprofits can still stand to look back, analyze, and 
evaluate how we want to proceed with fundraising during economic uncertainty.

Periods of economic uncertainty can have huge consequences for nonprofit 
budgets, especially if the stock market is particularly volatile during key fundraising 
periods like year-end. 2018 year-end fundraising dropped for many organizations, as 
the period coincided with both a new tax law and a December stock market decline. 
Anxious donors, preoccupied by watching the status of their investments, are not 
an ideal audience, so when economic turmoil strikes it is up to nonprofits to adjust 
their messages accordingly. Effective fundraising during economic uncertainty is 
possible with the right techniques, which we’ll cover in this guide.

https://www.cnbc.com/2019/06/18/charitable-giving-dropped-last-year-in-the-wake-of-the-new-tax-law.html
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Lessons we’ve learned in the past.
It’s hard to believe it’s been a decade since the housing bubble burst and the Great 
Recession swept across the U.S. Despite the fact that today’s economic landscape 
isn’t identical, it can be reassuring to look back at what we learned during that 
time. Network for Good and the Chronicle of Philanthropy have both endorsed ten 
principles for fundraising during a recession, and their suggestions fall into three 
categories: cultivating deeper relationships with donors; reevaluating your own 
nonprofit organization’s workflows, and asking difficult questions about what can or 
should be changed; and diversifying your revenue streams as much as possible.

Cultivating deeper relationships with donors can include a wide 
variety of practices, but at its heart, it depends on reframing donations as more than 
just financial transactions. Most donors prioritize knowing that their gift made a 
real difference in someone’s life, and this is especially true during uncertain times.      
Donors give to a cause because they care about it and feel a personal investment in 
your organization’s mission, and those emotional ties exist despite the state of the 
stock market. Even in periods of an uncertain financial landscape, make sure that    
your messaging reminds donors why they care about your work and the impact that 
their gifts have.

There are many ways to start building stronger relationships—here are a few:

• Take time to learn who your donors are—how are they finding your organization and why do they 
decide to give?

• Do more storytelling, or find new and creative ways to tell stories

• Segment your list by interest areas, so that you can communicate with them about the things they 
are most passionate about, especially for non-fundraising appeals

• Prioritize attracting and retaining sustainers

• Find creative, personal ways to say “thank you”

• Use data to demonstrate donors’ impact

https://www.networkforgood.com/nonprofitblog/10-strategies-recession-fundraising/
https://www.everyaction.com/blog/how-attract-and-keep-more-monthly-donors
https://www.everyaction.com/blog/data-driven-storytelling-empowering-your-narrative-numbers
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Diversifying revenue streams is an important task for nonprofits to consider 
during times of economic upheaval. The name of the game here is to find creative 
solutions. In this case, “get creative” doesn’t have to mean “spend more money” 
or “devote more time to something”—most often, creative solutions should let you 
decrease the resources you put into a process while maintaining a high-quality output.

For starters, you might be able to apply creativity to the process of shoring up your 
relationships with grantmakers. How do you usually keep in touch? Do they accept 
updates in many formats? Can you freshen up the information you’re sending them to 
keep them engaged? This is also a great chance to check in on how you’re centering 
the voices of those impacted by your organization’s work—including these primary 
sources is humanizing in sunshiny and cloudy economic times alike, and is an 
especially impactful reminder during uncertainty. 

Getting creative can also mean external work as well as internal work. Are there local 
individuals or groups you’ve never had the chance to collaborate with? This could be 
the right time to try out a new partnership. Try trading guest blog posts with another 
organization, or holding an event in partnership with other nonprofits in your area 
instead of trying to go it alone—finding mutually beneficial ways to interact with your 
community can open new doors for everyone involved.

Partnering with a broad array of groups also reinforces the idea that we’re all in it 
together to survive economic uncertainty, and it’s a great chance to de-silo your 
organization from other nonprofits in your community, and there’s even anecdotal 
evidence of cost savings via collaboration.

D E C R E A S E 
R E S O U RC E S

while 
maintaining a

H I G H - Q UA L I T Y 
O U T P U T

https://www.forbes.com/sites/geristengel/2013/04/09/nonprofit-collaborations-why-teaming-up-can-make-sense/#364f42c13985
https://www.forbes.com/sites/geristengel/2013/04/09/nonprofit-collaborations-why-teaming-up-can-make-sense/#364f42c13985
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If you’ve embraced a donor-centric  
fundraising model in the past, now’s an 
especially good time to make the shift to             
a community-centric model.
Many nonprofits, in an effort to court and cultivate donors, have at some point 
embraced a donor-centric fundraising model. It does have its benefits: while humans 
derive genuine pleasure from altruism, people also enjoy recognition for their good 
deeds and can be inspired to give again when rewarded for their generosity the first 
time. However, there’s also potential for this model to go awry and result in nonprofits 
feeling as though they need to center their donors even more than those they serve.

As Nonprofit AF says, some aspects of the donor-centric model are helpful and positive, 
like taking care not to treat donors like ATMs and building up your relationships with 
them. However, they note that this model can have unintended consequences—        
NAF lists eleven, but a few are:

• Minimizing other (non-donation) elements needed to do nonprofit work well, like strong staff, 
volunteers, and Board members—after all, dollars alone can’t carry out projects;

• Short-changing donors by not having honest and difficult educational conversations with them for 
fear of losing their gifts—and consequently, causing donors to lose out on the ability to understand 
and support truly transformative work;

• Perpetuating the Nonprofit Hunger Games by driving nonprofits to compete with one another for 
donors’ attention in increasingly elaborate ways instead of funneling all that energy into the work;

• Proliferating the Savior Complex by positioning donors as those responsible for “saving” your 
nonprofit’s service recipients with their monetary gifts, instead of framing donors as equal partners 
with those served, nonprofit staff, and volunteers.

D O N O R - C E N T R I C
C O M M U N I T Y-

C E N T R I C

https://time.com/4857777/generosity-happiness-brain/
https://time.com/4857777/generosity-happiness-brain/
https://time.com/4857777/generosity-happiness-brain/
https://nonprofitaf.com/2017/05/how-donor-centrism-perpetuates-inequity-and-why-we-must-move-toward-community-centric-fundraising/
https://nonprofitaf.com/2017/05/how-donor-centrism-perpetuates-inequity-and-why-we-must-move-toward-community-centric-fundraising/
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The primary reason donor-centrism happens at nonprofits is usually because 
nonprofits experience a need for increased financial support and believe giving their 
donors special attention will help convince them to give more. This is understandable, 
but during economic uncertainty, a community-centric model is both more effective 
and more just. Why? In Nonprofit AF’s suggested principles for community-centric 
fundraising, #8 describes it well: we believe, and we encourage donors to believe, that 
we all benefit from this work—that is, “by investing in others and in the common good, 
[donors] also personally benefit.”

Spelling out this principle has the potential to resonate deeply with donors—today, 
they and their loved ones may not directly receive meal assistance from your food 
pantry, housing-related legal aid from your association of attorneys, or gas cards to 
get to a doctor’s appointment from your health collective, but the future can never be 
predicted with total certainty.

And, even if your donors never benefit directly from your services, they have the 
pleasure and privilege of assisting others in doing so, which in turn helps build a better 
world for everyone. (This is true whether you’re fundraising in uncertain economic 
times, or in the face of a tax bill that has donors quaking in their boots.)

Remind your donors, as the late Paul Wellstone did, that “we all do better when we 
all do better” and you may find this helps you not only reinforce your core mission, 
but increase your donations as well.

We believe, and we encourage donors to 
believe, that we all benefit from this work...

...by investing in others and in the common 
good, [donors] also personally benefit.

“

”

https://nonprofitaf.com/2017/05/9-principles-of-community-centric-fundraising/
https://nonprofitaf.com/2017/05/9-principles-of-community-centric-fundraising/
https://www.marketplace.org/2018/11/27/givingtuesday-here-tax-breaks-or-not-givers-gonna-give/
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Take advantage of the decade of  
technological advancement since 2008 to 
make your organization more agile.
Updating your nonprofit’s technology is a worthwhile investment for multiple 
reasons. First and foremost, although there may be an upfront cost to purchasing and 
learning to use new tools, if they increase efficiency (saving staff time and increasing 
productivity by eliminating tedious tasks that can be automated) and allow you to run 
more effective programs (through better donor management and communication), 
they will prove to be well worth it.

Making an investment in improved technology helps decrease your risk of major 
problems and losses, such as cyberattacks, computer and server crashes, file losses, or 
other very expensive catastrophes. If your organization has access to capacity-building 
or organizational effectiveness (OE) grants, these may be helpful to you as you assess 
and address your tech needs.

Consider also how your tech serves as a representation of greater workflow patterns 
that may need updating. Using outdated tech for long stretches of time can sometimes 
make it hard to imagine other ways of operating, and you can end up treading the 
same inefficient paths over and over. Times of economic uncertainty can cause 
organizations to question very basic processes and spark creative solutions to 
previously invisible issues. Can you take this opportunity to re-evaluate how you go 
about your work and break down silos among departments? It’s sure to save you 
money in the long run. 
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