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During the initial days of the pandemic, I was remind-
ed of the quote, “Those who cannot remember the 
past are condemned to repeat it.”

During the recession of 2008 when charitable giving 
dropped, nonprofits learned to adjust operations, 
deploy resources more efficiently, and engage donors 
more authentically to weather the fiscal storm. 

Yet, many nonprofits are struggling today because 
those lessons were not incorporated into their opera-
tions in the ensuing years. 

This pandemic is not the last crisis, financial or other-
wise, that nonprofits will face. It’s time to (re)learn key 
lessons and determine how to make them part of your 
operating structure moving forward.

Donor relationships are paramount. We can’t expect 
donor loyalty in tough times if we haven’t engaged do-
nors authentically from day one through personalized 
and multi-channel communications.

An operating reserve is, literally, money in the bank. 
Nonprofits with three to six months of operating re-
serves have been able to avoid reductions in staff and 
programs, any carry on with greater confidence.

Leadership from the board and management forti-
fies everyone. Strong leadership gives donors and 
staff the confidence that your mission is still important 
and worth pursuing. A clear strategic plan that adapts 
to changing realities is essential.

Flexibility creates space for innovation. Nonprofits 
have learned that they can pivot programs and inter-
nal operating systems rapidly when they need too. 
Encourage new ideas and innovation from your team.

Visit acfitzgerald.com for more information.

By Ann C. Fitzgerald 

How should nonprofits integrate the 
lesssons learned from this current crisis for 
future success? 

Lessons (Re) Learned

1
When financially possible, set aside ten 
percent of every undesignated dollar in a 
reserve fund.

2
Encourage board members to conduct 
a self-evaluation of their performance to 
strengthen leadership

3
Develop policies for managing and motivat-
ing virtual teams, as this operating structure 
is likely to continue, at least on some level, 
post-pandemic.

4
Reflect on the lessons your organization has 
learned from this crisis and what you would 
do differently, then act to set yourself up for 
success next time.

5 Maintain your optimism about the future 
but avoid magical thinking.

Fundraising 
Fast Forward 
Tips5



Will the pandemic change philanthropy?

Partnering with nonprofits to build capacity, break through plateaus and fast forward fundraising teams
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“Protecting Your Legacy: A 
Wise Giver’s Guide to Hon-
oring and Preserving Donor 
Intent,” by Joanne Florino 
with David Bass, Philanthro-
py Roundtable

What we’re reading
“Managing Your Virtual 
Fundraising Team,” by Ann C. 
Fitzgerald. How to make the 
most of your team in this new 
digital environment.

Access this article at acfitz-
gerald.com, and sign up to re-
ceive ACF’s Nonprofit Partner.

What we’re writing What we’re saying
Recent talks by the ACF team:

Hear from experts about 
events, direct mail, and more 
from ACF’s Think & Drink 
webinar series. Available at 
www.acfitzgerald.com.

An interview with Dr. Leslie Lenkowsky

Professor emeritus in public affairs and philanthropy at the 
Lilly Family School of Philanthropy at Indiana University

Do you think giving will rebound soon?  
Yes. When the United States hunkered down in March 
to slow the spread of Covid 19, spending on all sorts 
of things – including gifts to charity – plummeted. It 
rebounded in the second quarter, though the sharp 
drop in economic activity just reported probably led to 
continued curtailing of giving.  What will happen in the 
rest of the year will depend on the economic recovery.
 
How is this crisis the same or different from past 
crises that affected the nonprofit sector? 
It is an economic downturn that is rooted in a public 
health emergency. Policies to deal with the corona-
virus pandemic have had major economic and social 
effects.  (Whether or not all these steps were neces-
sary will be debated for a long time.) However, many 
in the nonprofit sector remember the “great reces-
sion” of 2008-09, when giving declined by 15 percent. 
The strategies they used to stay afloat then should be 
useful now.
 
How would you rate the response by major 
philanthropists? 
Although we do not have a full picture, 
reports and surveys suggest the response 

has been adequate, if not 
better. Foundations have 
been open to changing 
their grant-making policies 
to respond better to the 
crisis, such as by relaxing 
restrictions on grants or 
contributing to funds pro-
viding emergency services. 
Donor-advised funds seem to 
have stepped up their spending considerably and 
directed their grants toward human service agencies.
 
Do you still remain positive about charitable giving? 
Yes. At the end of 2019, charitable giving was at a 
near-record high, according to Giving USA. The de-
cline this year was thus from a position of strength.  
Depending on the speed of the economic recovery, 
the drop should be offset quickly, if not in 2020, then 
next year. Moreover, the response to the coronavirus 
pandemic by nonprofits, especially those in health 

care, has sustained the public’s confidence in the 
work of the sector, which should translate into 

increased giving.

Dr. Leslie Lenkowsky


