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Nonprofits in Recession: 
Winners and Losers
by Ruth McCambridge and Nathan Dietz

We have taken the extraordinary step  

of changing this article at the 

last minute before it is released, 

because the context for it has 

changed radically; where a month ago we were 

speculating about the possibility of an immi-

nent recession, we are now descending into a 

downturn that may likely have the depth of a 

depression. The coronavirus and our federal 

government’s lack of preparedness have resulted 

in wide shutdowns of business and community 

infrastructures, and massive unemployment—

even as we struggle at the last minute to find the 

supplies we need to test people, protect frontline 

workers, and treat the sick and dying. Within a 

matter of weeks, this country has succumbed 

to a miasma that is moving at high speed and 

causing untold damage.

These kinds of mass events have the tendency 

to surface preexisting fault lines in our com-

munities, and one of these is this democracy’s 

inability to care for itself. This is, in large part, the 

responsibility of nonprofits, where people gather 

to attend to the interests of those with less voice; 

but do nonprofits play that role?

Our investigation of the last recession reveals 

that the nonprofit sector fared relatively well 

during and following that period. As we write 

this, we understand that some may be thinking, 

“Well, don’t tell them that!” But the facts are the 

facts: The nonprofit sector, as a collection of 

institutions, fared well, while its most vulner-

able constituencies lost ground—and that should 

raise questions about this sector’s function and 

focus in society, even given that not all nonprofits 

work on issues of equity, justice, and democracy.

That said, the data have revealed a number of 

interesting findings and patterns not only about 

specific fields but also about the sector in general, 

and that overall pattern is one of enviable insti-

tutional agility and resilience even as the overall 

economy has become increasingly stratified. 

Overview 
We looked at the effects of the recession on non-

profits in a number of different ways, examining

•	changes in contributed revenue;

•	changes in program service revenue;

•	changes in assets; and

•	changes in the proportions of income that 

were derived from contributed versus earned 

revenue.

We broke these down by category of nonprofit,  

and compared the gains and losses across fields. 

(For more details, see the “Data and Methodol-

ogy” sidebar on pages 16–20.) These data do not 

recognize, however, the details of what achieving 

resilience required of organizations as the reces-

sion hit, and in its wake. These are contained in 
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Some nonprofit 

organizational types 

never fully recovered, 

while others ended up 

in better shape after 

the recovery (and 

even immediately 

postrecession).

revenue were felt most acutely in 2009; but 

the depths of the dips and the trajectories of 

recovery, which we define here as occurring 

between 2010 and 2015, varied widely. 

•	What we can assume right now is that, overall, larger 

nonprofits ended up gaining ground while smaller non-

profits lost ground during and after the recession. This 

assumption is based on the finding that “eds 

and meds”—institutions of higher education 

and hospitals and healthcare organizations—

gained 27.6 percent in assets over the recession 

and recovery period (fiscal years 2007 through 

2015, controlling for inflation), while other 

nonprofits—taken as a whole—gained only 

12.3 percent. Eds and meds—which, speaking 

in terms of assets, made up 55.9 percent of the 

sector in 2015—saw only a 1.2 percent loss of 

assets during the recession; meanwhile, other 

types of organizations saw a 3.7 percent loss 

of assets during the recession. 

•	Most non-eds-and-meds saw their revenues decline 

during the recession, but health organizations (not in 

the category of  meds) and human services organiza-

tions were the exception. Excluding the eds and 

meds, total revenues declined by 1.6 percent 

in inflation-adjusted dollars between 2007 

and 2010, the period covering the recession. 

The two categories where overall revenues 

increased were health organizations (exclud-

ing hospitals, i.e., meds), where revenues 

increased by 6.6 percent, and human services 

organizations, where revenues increased by 

6.3 percent. Between 2007 and 2010, human 

services organizations (37.9 percent of public 

charities during 2007, not counting the eds and 

meds) saw a remarkable 15.2 percent increase 

in contributions. However, contributions to 

human services organizations increased at a 

lower rate than other public charities during 

the postrecession years, increasing by only 

1.0 percent between 2010 and 2015. 

•	Eds and meds continued to grow their revenues through 

the recession, but not through contributions. Overall, 

contributions to non-eds-and-meds public 

charities increased by 1.4 percent during the 

recession years, while contributions to eds 

and meds decreased by 11.8 percent during 

the same period. In fact, program service 

thousands of small dramas that NPQ documented 

in story form over the years. We have mixed all of 

these informational streams here to

•	reinforce the understanding that, accord-

ing to the hard data, nonprofits are excellent 

and highly adaptive managers when it comes 

to running complex organizations, even in 

financial downturns—and this advantage 

will only improve as we examine and reflect 

on our still-underused capacities;

•	detail the realities of the last downturn, to 

help nonprofits prepare for the current situ-

ation; and

•	emphasize that, while this will undoubtedly 

be a very challenging time for nonprofits, the 

sector has in the past seemed to devote more 

attention to its own sustainability than to its 

stakeholders, so nonprofits need to keep a close 

eye on meta-policies affecting the long-term 

resilience of the communities we serve. 

Top-Line Findings 
When we look at the effects of the recession on 

the various National Taxonomy of Exempt Enti-

ties (NTEE) categories of nonprofits,1 we can 

sense that for each category, preexisting trends 

and dynamics were often interacting with the 

downturn to create the outcomes for various par-

ticular types of organizations. For instance, many 

arts organizations make large capital outlays on 

spec, because that is how their enterprises work; 

but as a precommitted large capital outlay met a 

newly financially cautious audience and donors—

along with the sudden underperformance of 

endowments (where they existed)—one saw 

many symphonies, operas, repertory theaters, 

and museums in panic mode. These preexisting 

field-specific dynamics, coupled with the char-

acter and sources of the recession, were playing 

out in a plethora of ways that resulted in the land-

scapes evident in the data. (Note: All the data and 

analysis that follow are the authors’ own unless 

otherwise noted; see the “Data and Methodology” 

section on pages 16–20 for details.)

•	Some nonprofit organizational types never fully recov-

ered, while others ended up in better shape after the 

recovery (and even immediately postrecession). For 

most categories of nonprofits, dips in overall 
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closure rates: international; public, soci-

etal benefit; religious; and mutual/member-

ship benefit organizations—along with arts 

organizations, were the most likely to lose a 

significant portion of their assets during the 

recession. These organizational types head 

the “biggest losers” group of public charities, 

defined as the proportion of organizations 

that lost 20 percent or more of their assets 

between 2007 and 2010. While 23.4 percent 

of non-eds-and-meds public charities earned 

the “big loser” designation, 39.8 percent quali-

fied as “big winners” during the postrecession 

period, realizing an increase of 20 percent or 

more in total assets between 2010 and 2015. 

•	Over the entire period, the asset totals for human ser-

vices organizations, the largest single organizational 

type, remained remarkably stable. Human services 

organizations had the lowest closure rates, 

the smallest percentage of “big losers,” and 

the smallest  percentage of “big winners” 

among all organizational types, excluding 

eds and meds. In contrast, arts organiza-

tions were less likely to close, more likely to 

be “big losers” in terms of assets during the 

recession, and less likely to be “big winners” 

during the recovery.

Trends in Percentage of Revenue Sources by 
Type of Public Charity: Fiscal Years 2003–2015
The Great Recession also affected the propor-

tion of revenue coming from various sources 

for many public charities. Figures 1 and 2 (fol-

lowing page) show the percentage of revenues 

coming from contributions, gifts, and grants; 

from program service revenues and membership 

dues; and from other sources (such as invest-

ment income). Many of the largest organizations, 

such as the eds and meds, were heavily reliant 

on revenue from commercial sources before the 

recession, and (if anything) even more reliant on 

those program service revenues during and after 

the recovery period.

A cautionary note as you read these charts: 

Because the trend lines are based on propor-

tions of revenue rather than dollars, we should 

not assume that when a trend line goes up it 

means that there was an increase in revenue 

revenues for the eds and meds—which con-

stituted 88.8 percent of total revenues in fiscal 

2015—increased by 9.5 percent between 2007 

and 2010, enabling eds and meds to realize a 

gain of 2.8 percent in total revenues during the 

recession. This suggests that the availability 

of capital in larger and more monied organi-

zations helped build those revenue streams. 

•	Although the closure rate for public charities was slightly 

higher during the recession than immediately before or 

after the recession, new nonprofits continued to emerge 

even as others shuttered. To measure yearly orga-

nizational closures during and after the 

recession, we took the 2007 sample (organi-

zations that reported financial data during 

fiscal 2007) and counted the number of orga-

nizations that disappeared from the sample 

in a given year and never reappeared through 

2013.2 Between 2008 and 2010, 13.5 percent of 

public charities (not counting eds and meds) 

closed, compared to 10.2 percent between 

2005 and 2007 and 8.2 percent between 2011 

and 2013.3 But each year showed a balancing 

of old and new that kept numbers of organiza-

tions fairly stable. For instance, 7.3 percent 

of organizations in our sample that reported 

revenues for fiscal 2008 had no data for 

2009—either because they closed, lost their 

public-charity status, failed to file a return, 

or slipped below $100,000 in total revenues. 

However, in terms of entries, 6.5 percent of 

organizations reporting revenue data in 2009 

had no data in 2008 but reported revenues in 

2009. These organizations “entered” or “re-

entered” the sample—either because they 

had recently received tax-exempt status or 

because they had accumulated $100,000 or 

more in total revenues. 

•	Only environmental and human services public charities 

had higher “entry rates” than “exit rates” between 2008 

and 2009. 

•	Closure rates during the recession were highest for: inter-

national; public, societal benefit; religious; and mutual/

membership benefit organizations—and lowest for 

human services and environmental public charities. 

•	Closures, unsurprisingly, were higher in fields that 

also showed the heaviest loss of assets. The same 

four public-charity types with the highest 

Although the closure 

rate for public charities 

was slightly higher 

during the recession 

than immediately before 

or after the recession, 

new nonprofits 

continued to emerge 

even as others shuttered.
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While nonprofits  

fared relatively well 

during the recession, 

their survival was  

not achieved without 

significant skill 

and effort.

in the relevant category. However, the charts 

provide a sense of how the revenue mix for 

certain subsectors changed under externally 

driven financial stress. 

Arts, culture, and humanities are one example. 

In 2009, total revenues for this subsector fell by 

9 percent; so, while program service revenues 

increased, contributions/gifts/grants dropped a 

little, and “other” revenues (investment income 

plus other, smaller revenue streams) fell sharply. 

The sharp drop in “other” revenues caused the 

percentages of revenue coming from the other 

two sources to rise, but revenue from the other 

two sources did not rise by enough to cover the 

losses in investment income.  

Thus, the charts give readers a sense of 

which revenue streams are most vulnerable to 

an economic downturn (or at least this particu-

lar downturn) and which might be seen as more 

immediately productive during the postreces-

sion recovery period.

With all of this comparison of nonprofit cat-

egories, however, the most troubling big losers 

of all were the portions of our community who 

most need the support of the nonprofit and phil-

anthropic sectors—that is, people of low and 

moderate income who emerged from the reces-

sion worse off in real and relative terms finan-

cially. These declines in assets and real income 

hit Black and Latinx communities hardest.5 

Stories from Inside the Data
While nonprofits fared relatively well during 

the recession, their survival was not achieved 

without significant skill and effort, organization 

by organization; and for many of those groups 

that survived, there was no road map or time 

line available, which rendered strategy setting 

incremental, and outcomes almost impossible 

to predict. 

Add to this the changeable interests and 

needs of the public, as well as the risks many 

Figure 1: Trends in Revenue Sources by Type of Public Charity: Fiscal years 2003–20154
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Some arts organizations 

make capital outlays 

regularly on spec, 

projecting on the basis  

of what they know to be 

likely from experience.    

But the suddenness of 

the downturn caught 

many mid-project.

the organization’s chief financial officer in a 

2009 interview with NPQ. “When we present a 

show, it is almost always ours, self-produced.” 

Stiner is part of a reconstruction team that took 

over the theater after the city, which owns the 

building housing the theater, intervened in 

the institution’s discussions about possible 

closure. “That’s when the city of San Jose said, 

‘We can’t afford to have this theater go dark,’” 

Stiner says. “They came in with a $2 million line 

of credit, $550,000 of which immediately went 

to pay past-due payables.” Another $250,000 

has shored up declining donations. The line of 

credit has given the institution some breathing 

room within which it has reorganized its cost 

structures and revitalized interest among its 

audience and donors.

Despite the theater’s progress, the eco-

nomic downturn comes at a difficult time for 

it. And Stiner has been “visited” by a local ghost 

that stands as a kind of cautionary tale for theat-

rical risk taking and good management.

In December 2008, the city’s 75-year-old 

American Musical Theatre, which had nearly 

twice the annual budget of the repertory 

theater, went bankrupt and closed. “I looked at 

their 990s online at GuideStar—just to under-

stand what happened,” Stiner says.

They had been running some pretty dra-

matic deficits. They were in a negative asset 

position to the tune of $2 million, so they had 

been missing their revenue goals for quite 

some time. But what pushed them over the 

edge was a partnership. They had sent $225,000 

to a coproduction partner that used the money 

for its own operating expenses rather than to 

build the show, so not only were they out the 

organizations take advisedly during the regular 

course of business and during growth, and one 

sees some organizations hit harder than others. 

Below are two stories of organizations that 

took the risk of making an outlay of capital 

based on their best understanding of the envi-

ronment, only to be blindsided by the downturn. 

One of the vignettes comes from the arts, where 

such outlays are made as a matter of course; 

the other comes from an organization in growth 

mode whose cornerstone funder went belly-up. 

The Case of the San Jose Repertory Theatre
Some arts organizations make capital outlays 

regularly on spec, projecting on the basis of 

what they know to be likely from experience. 

But the suddenness of the downturn caught 

many mid-project—that is, they made a capital 

outlay only to find that (1) people were not buying 

tickets, in order to conserve household budgets, 

(2) donors became less generous, and (3) state 

or city contributions dried up in favor of more 

pressing human needs. Some groups began to 

dip into their own endowments, and at some 

point faced overall sustainability questions. The 

angst became existential: Was the problem the 

economy, or was their art a dying form? In March 

2009, NPQ wrote:7

The San Jose Repertory Theatre in San Jose, 

California, is one of the anchoring cultural insti-

tutions of San Jose’s downtown core. Along 

with many other live theaters in the country, 

it struggled with its business plan of late, and 

the business plan has everything to do with 

knowing and addressing the interests of the 

local audience.

“This is not a ‘roadhouse’” says Christa Stiner, 

Figure 2: Trends in Revenue Sources for Eds and Meds: Fiscal years 2003–20156
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$225,000, but they did not have anything for 

that slot in the season. They didn’t have the 

money to refund subscribers or single-ticket 

buyers: a debt of approximately $800,000. The 

whole loss was reported to be somewhere 

around $1.7 million. They just closed.

But as they try to avoid a similar fate, the 

administrators of the theater have not been 

abandoned. The finance department of the 

city monitors the theater carefully, reviewing 

its financials on a monthly basis. The theater’s 

finance committee has “some of the brightest 

brains in Silicon Valley on it,” Stiner says. “These 

people are very engaged. They know how we 

got into trouble in the first place, and they are 

set on making sure that we get out of trouble 

now.” Still, there is no doubt that the theater is 

walking a fine line.

At the time of NPQ’s interview with Stiner, 

the theater had cash-flow concerns, a debt of 

$2.7 million, and an endowment of $1 million. 

The article continued:

Very much in wait-and-see mode, Stiner reports 

that subscription renewals have decreased 

about 8 percent compared with the previous 

year (which represented a contraction over the 

prior year). Luckily, the theater had projected a 

low enough goal so it is not yet far off its budget, 

but over the coming months, the subscription 

component will be a high-tension waiting 

game. Contributions have also declined, but 

at the lesser rate of 9 percent.

On the hopeful side, the theater was getting 

ready to stage the first-ever live performance of 

Khaled Hosseini’s Kite Runner, for which tickets 

are selling well, and will follow up that show’s 

run with the musical production The 25th 

Annual Putnam County Spelling Bee. “If that does 

well,” remarks Stiner, “we could earn our way 

out of a large chunk of our debt. We could run a 

significant surplus even at 60 percent capacity, 

and that’s my best-case scenario.

“The worst-case scenario is that nobody 

will want to see either production, and we will 

have spent our deferred revenue, and our line 

of credit will be fully extended. It’s not even that 

we will have made bad business decisions, but 

we will have squandered everything we have 

done in the past three years to turn the place 

around.”

In 2014, the theater declared Chapter 7 Bank-

ruptcy, and closed.

Other dynamics were at play during this 

period. For a number of symphonies and orches-

tras, cutbacks on labor costs led to organiza-

tional strife and worry that the art form was 

dying or already dead.

The Case of Higher Achievement
The arts were not the only sector where one 

saw such dynamics. Other individual groups 

experienced these kinds of existential moments 

midgrowth when they made capital outlays on 

the assumption of a stable economy. Higher 

Achievement was a youth organization in Wash-

ington, D.C., with ambitious plans and a care-

fully laid base of support from funders, when 

it ran headlong into its own perfect storm: the 

recession, paired with a direct hit from Bernie 

Madoff’s Ponzi scheme. In 2009, NPQ wrote:8

Higher Achievement is a 33-year-old organi-

zation that provides rigorous year-round aca-

demic enrichment to middle-school students 

in the Washington, D.C., area. But the organi-

zation’s age and history come with a caveat: 

in 1998 it was pretty much pronounced dead. 

It ceased operations; and at the time it was 

$300,000 in debt. Still, Maureen Holla, a volun-

teer in the program when it went under, did not 

give up hope, and in 1999, as its new executive 

director, Holla reopened the program.

Richard Tagle, the current executive direc-

tor, has been at Higher Achievement since 

mid-2006, and at that time the organization had 

established four sites in Washington, D.C., and 

was about to launch a fifth, in Virginia. “When 

I came in, the organization had a budget of 

$1.6 million and a staff of 18. A lot of our funding 

was garnered from local foundations and cor-

porations.” Since Tagle took the helm, Higher 

Achievement has expanded into Baltimore.

In the two years since, Higher Achievement’s 

budget has grown to $4.7 million annually, 

The arts were not the 

only sector where one 

saw such dynamics. 

Other individual groups 

experienced these kinds 

of existential moments 

midgrowth when they 

made capital outlays 

on the assumption of 

a stable economy.
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For Higher Achievement, 

its strength was in its 

results with students, 

and its traction was 

ensured by the rigorous 

evaluation of those 

results. 

but some of this growth is allocated toward 

onetime costs associated with what was origi-

nally an aggressive replication plan as well as a 

longitudinal study. First priced at $20 million, 

that replication strategy has now been scaled 

back to a more measured expansion plan, 

priced at $11 million. The difference between 

the two is the number of sites to be estab-

lished by 2020 and the nature of the partner-

ship agreement between Higher Achievement 

and the sites. The sites will now be required to 

invest more cash in implementation. In terms 

of the organization’s base program, Tagle esti-

mates that approximately $2.3 million is slated 

for direct service at each fully scaled affiliate, 

and the rest is meant to capitalize expansion 

to other cities.

Higher Achievement has experienced 

a downturn in revenue, but also success in 

exploring new avenues. These triumphs and 

setbacks come in bits and pieces. Over the 

past three years, Freddie Mac has contributed 

$250,000 a year; Fannie Mae had been giving 

$50,000, but this year gave none. And indi-

vidual and foundation funding to the base 

program has probably decreased 20 percent 

to 25 percent, but on the other hand the orga-

nization has managed to offset that with new 

corporate contributions (mobilized by the 

board) and some newly available Department 

of Education money as well as increased atten-

tion toward public revenue streams, such as 

Title I and 21st Century Community Learning 

Centers.

During the economic crisis, Higher Achieve-

ment has experienced its dramatic moments.

“We needed a little over $1 million to finish 

the funding for a multiyear study we were 

doing on our outcomes, and the Atlantic Philan-

thropies basically introduced me to the Picower 

Foundation. I had had a number of meetings 

with them, after which they asked me to submit 

a proposal, and we got approved for a $750,000 

grant, so I went away on vacation feeling good.

“I was going to Asia. I was in a hotel room in 

Hong Kong when I saw I had a voicemail, and 

basically it was a message from Barbara Picower 

saying that their endowment money—all 

$1.2 billion of it—was invested with [Bernard] 

Madoff. The foundation would close. She was 

very sorry. My response—all alone in my hotel 

room in Hong Kong—actually drove the people 

in the next room to come knocking to see if I 

was OK.

“And of course I had based other asks on 

this funding coming through, and so of course 

this would cause them to look at our requests 

differently. It was tough.”

Higher Achievement is always measuring 

risk. “When we opened Baltimore, we knew that 

we had enough money for 24 months, but it’s 

a risk,” Tagle says. “We have a whole document 

that looks at the potential risks of opening a new 

site. There are also risks associated with enlarg-

ing staff and in putting money into systems and 

procedures in preparation for expansion when 

funding is in the state that it’s in. So the board 

and I are in constant conversation—much more 

so than previously. We are all trying to gauge 

the timing, because the economy is going to 

turn around sometime, and we want to be right 

in the line of view of people with money when 

that begins to happen.”

As NPQ finished the report, Higher Achieve-

ment was in good shape, with “a healthy pot of 

reserves, expectations of an operating surplus 

for 2009, and a strong base program” that Tagle 

said was being protected from any changes in the 

organization’s national strategy. “It’s most impor-

tant for us to deliver great results for our scholars. 

Everything else flows from that, so it’s important 

that staff does not become distracted,” he said.9 

And, indeed, staff did not become distracted. 

In a recent call with CEO Lynsey Wood Jeffries 

ten years later, Jeffries described an organiza-

tion that has stayed firmly on track even as it 

has negotiated the vicissitudes of funding and 

strategy. For Higher Achievement, its strength 

was in its results with students, and its traction 

was ensured by the rigorous evaluation of those 

results. Jeffries revealed that the organization 

has just completed a second major study of its 

outcomes, which is due to be published in June 

2020 by MDRC. And, although a $12 million 

federal grant is ending relatively soon, the 
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While giving dipped 

during the depths of the 

recession, it rebounded 

relatively quickly— 

or at least on par with 

recoveries from previous 

downturns—but it also 

came back differently, 

with larger donors 

taking up more space.

it seems clear that this time around, nonprof-

its are likely to experience the kinds of unem-

ployment trends that were feared, but did not 

happen, during the Great Recession. The proxi-

mate cause last time was a fraud-based housing 

bubble, which had a huge ripple effect in most 

areas of life but did not bring daily activities to 

a standstill. This time, we appeared to be on the 

cusp of a probable recession without  a clear-cut 

cause, when the pandemic hit, resulting in a 

massive global shutdown of society. This means, 

among many other challenges, that nonprofits 

dependent upon performance-based contracts 

will experience an immediate plunge in their 

revenues.

About Recession-Related Giving Patterns
While giving dipped during the depths of the 

recession, it rebounded relatively quickly—or 

at least on par with recoveries from previous 

downturns (see Figure 3)—but it also came 

back differently, with larger donors taking up 

more space. 

Concurrently, as we now know, households 

of more limited means were giving less, and that 

trend has continued its downward trajectory 

ever since, according to Dr. Patrick Rooney of 

the Indiana University Lilly Family School of 

Philanthropy, who surfaced this decline in 2018 

and updated that data in 2019.

In 2016, 53.9 percent of American house-

holds donated something to a legally 

recognized charity. This is down 1.5 per-

centage points from the prior wave of data 

in 2014, 11.5 percentage points since the 

Great Recession, and almost 14 percent-

age points from the peak level, in 2002. 

In other words, one in five former donors 

in the early waves of the study are now not 

giving anything to legal charities in any 

given year. . . .

Meanwhile, big donors are playing an 

even bigger role than in earlier years. First, 

itemized giving by those with an adjusted 

gross income (AGI) of $1 million or more 

in any given year has grown dramatically 

over the last couple of decades.12

organization has worked hard to attract money 

from other levels of government and from large 

donors, and does not expect any severe curtail-

ment of its programs. And, despite the fact that 

the model is attractive to other locales, Higher 

Achievement has resisted the temptation to 

expand into too many cities, instead opting to 

go deeper in the four cities it is in.

Thus, Higher Achievement is a good 

example of an organization that has stayed 

true to a mission-based model even while 

strategies and funding have changed. It has 

adjusted its work over time in accordance 

with findings, and plans to continue to prove 

its model student by student. 

Both the San Jose Repertory Theatre and 

Higher Achievement had a set of variables that 

flowed from different aspects of their identi-

ties, including where they were located, who 

funded them, and whether their work was in 

fashion or was a high priority to funders. It’s 

important that organizations think about and 

monitor such aspects as the country faces 

a new recession. There is no one checklist  

or model.

Fieldwide Problems That Flowed from 
the Character of the Recession
There were some fields that were affected by 

the specific character of the recession, and for 

these groups the ups and downs were quite 

intense. In the case of housing groups, funding 

streams changed, and activity intensified as 

needs intensified even more;10 but other types 

of groups were intensely affected by the specific 

character of the recession, as well. 

Legal services, charged with helping people 

with benefits questions, saw its own perfect 

storm: an increase in calls for services coupled 

with a lack of money from public escrow funds 

generally earmarked for them. This had to do 

with the particular cause and character of the 

recession—the housing market slowed to a 

crawl and the usual flow of escrow funds dried 

up, cutting off the field’s major common source 

of funding.11

While we hesitate to give predictions or anal-

ysis at so early a stage in the current situation, 
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Even as many nonprofit 

organizations emerged 

from the great 

recession without 

serious long-term losses, 

the majority of those 

they serve did not.

The Biggest “Losers”
Even as many nonprofit organizations emerged 

from the Great Recession without serious 

long-term losses, the majority of those they 

serve did not. The data in Figure 4 point to a 

recovery that benefited the few, while assets 

and financial ground lost by the many have 

stalled in relative terms, or even continued to 

decline.

Thus, the giving recovery reflected to some 

extent the overall recovery from the recession, 

with larger-dollar donors comprising more of  

the recovery than donors of small to midsized 

gifts.

In 2019, the Association of Fundraising Pro-

fessionals released the most recent edition of 

their enormously useful Fundraising Effec-

tiveness Survey Report.13 This report suggests 

that for many small organizations, the reces-

sion appears to have had a lingering effect on 

their ability to raise funds from private donors. 

Larger organizations, however, were able to 

maintain relationships with donors even if 

those donors were not currently giving.

Unsurprisingly, smaller charities saw donor 

retention suffer during and in the aftermath of 

the recession. In 2018, organizations raising 

more than $500,000 saw an average gain of 

9.5 percent in their net giving levels, while 

those raising $100,000 to $500,000 experienced 

more modest gains of 3.4 percent. Those raising 

less than $100,000 had significant net losses, 

losing 9.6 percent of their 2017 contributions in 

2018. In other words, small organizations lost 

fundraising muscle while large organizations 

retained it.14

Figure 3: Total Giving, 1972–2012 (in billions of dollars)  
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Reproduced from Giving USA 2013: The Annual Report on Philanthropy for the Year 2012 (Chicago: Giving USA Foundation, 2013), with permission.  
Copyright 2013 Giving USA Foundation.

Figure 4: Percent Changes in Real Mean Wealth  
since the Onset of the Great Recession
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Source: Survey of Consumer Finances 2007–2016.15 
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Data and Methodology
The Core Trend files, provided by the National Center for Charitable Statistics (NCCS) at the Urban Institute’s Center on Nonprofits and Philanthropy, served as the 
data source for the analysis and charts featured in this article. NCCS has produced Core Trend files for public charities/501(c)(3) organizations that are not private 
foundations, private foundations, and organizations that are tax-exempt under some other 501(c) subsection. The Core Trend files are designed to contain one 
record for every fiscal year in which an organization files a Form 990 or Form 990-EZ.

The organizations used in this analysis were public charities that reported $100,000 or more in total revenues during a given fiscal year. In addition, orga-
nizations with missing data for the name or address, or missing or unclassifiable substantive orientation (National Taxonomy of Exempt Entities [NTEE] code = 
Z99) were excluded from the analysis.

The primary Core Trend variables used in the analysis include the following: 

CONT PROGREV TOTREV ASS_EOY

Name: Total contributions, gifts, 
and grants Program service revenue plus dues revenue Calculation of total revenue Total assets at end of year

Line items, old 990: Part I, Line 1e Part I, Line 2 + Line 3
Calculated as (CONT + PROGREV + DUES + 
INVINC + NETRENT + SALESECN + SALEOTHN + 
FUNDINC + GRPROF + OTHINC)

Part IV, Line 59, Col (B)

Line items, new 990: Part VIII, Line 1h Part VIII, Line  2g (A) Calculated as (EXPS + NETINC) Part X, Line 16, Col (B)

Line items, 990-EZ: Part I, Line 1 Part I, Line 2 + Line 3

Old EZ: Calculated as (CONT + PROGREV + 
DUES + INVINC + NETRENT + SALESECN + 
SALEOTHN + FUNDINC + GRPROF + OTHINC)
New EZ: Calculated as (EXPS + NETINC)

Part II, Line 25, Col (B)

In addition, the NTEE codes were used to classify public charities based on their primary substantive focus. The ten-category variable “ntmaj10” 
served as the basic classification variable, and the NTEE codes were also used to identify the “eds and meds” discussed in the text. The “eds,” or insti-
tutions of higher education, include organizations with NTEE codes B40, B41, B42, B43, and B50, while the “meds” (hospitals and other health-
care organizations) include NTEE codes E20, E21, E22, E24, E31, and E91. The eds and meds were removed from the ten-category classification 
scheme to form their own category. (To download datasets and documentation for the Core Trend files, please visit the NCCS Data Archive at  
nccs-da​ta.urban.org/index.php.)

Trend Data for Total Revenues for NTEE Categories
Total Revenues (adjusted for inflation – 2007 dollars)

Category 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010

I. Arts, Culture, and Humanities – A $24,892,722,556 $27,525,188,824 $27,630,552,631 $30,574,383,458 $32,122,023,276 $30,705,022,900 $27,962,127,215 $29,902,679,483

II. Education – B $60,298,152,726 $69,961,063,271 $74,320,417,171 $81,996,071,078 $94,841,436,466 $96,085,788,754 $78,428,895,728 $82,814,621,149

III. Environment and Animals – C, D $10,788,183,028 $11,074,348,362 $12,195,953,383 $13,078,331,149 $14,315,639,522 $14,337,153,038 $13,094,268,418 $13,589,413,009

IV. Health – E, F, G, H $99,252,413,088 $109,082,205,321 $113,905,198,339 $121,533,535,302 $129,032,492,522 $125,581,396,142 $126,356,667,956 $137,505,470,923

V. Human Services – I, J, K, L, M, N, O, P $149,769,053,491 $154,414,400,325 $159,408,876,496 $167,882,277,185 $171,195,752,230 $170,613,574,558 $173,930,054,396 $181,980,684,604

VI. International, Foreign Affairs – Q $19,328,628,347 $21,521,548,714 $26,256,950,971 $25,539,108,614 $28,189,054,777 $28,377,596,768 $28,208,074,885 $28,114,574,997

VII. Public, Societal Benefit – R, S, T, U, V, W $54,299,439,511 $61,310,960,205 $68,305,279,915 $77,439,555,789 $80,750,758,014 $74,596,204,268 $60,430,604,191 $67,986,182,084

VIII. Religion Related – X $8,335,871,521 $9,063,015,596 $10,143,966,845 $10,805,655,028 $11,773,455,695 $10,908,711,826 $10,829,864,361 $11,479,932,800

IX. Mutual/Membership Benefit – Y $1,983,380,393 $2,803,003,599 $2,579,770,311 $2,493,026,886 $2,660,570,283 $2,162,256,079 $1,669,100,136 $2,645,841,497

Total $428,954,752,063 $466,765,756,460 $494,762,359,514 $531,366,489,963 $564,913,596,068 $553,413,367,248 $520,966,176,903 $556,084,464,681

Eds (higher education) $119,456,670,840 $136,975,915,537 $149,432,595,567 $162,185,886,340 $171,182,297,596 $152,183,166,442 $129,460,145,451 $146,660,444,062

Meds (hospitals) $554,658,521,961 $587,370,389,576 $606,114,286,505 $634,870,216,502 $664,566,786,655 $653,910,605,775 $685,318,253,355 $712,282,820,155

Total  Eds and Meds $674,115,192,801 $724,346,305,113 $755,546,882,072 $797,056,102,842 $835,749,084,251 $806,093,772,217 $814,778,398,806 $858,943,264,218
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Total Revenues (adjusted for inflation – 2007 dollars)  continued

Category 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 Change, 
2007–2010

Change, 
2007–2015

Change, 
2010–2015

I. Arts, Culture, and Humanities – A $30,624,500,591 $28,799,078,421 $30,067,065,385 $33,474,523,203 $34,806,168,103 –6.9% 8.4% 16.4%

II. Education – B $86,860,630,828 $87,966,988,818 $122,190,378,367 $98,381,913,161 $101,199,315,155 –12.7% 6.7% 22.2%

III. Environment and Animals – C, D $14,520,214,126 $14,667,645,086 $14,973,685,712 $15,225,253,766 $16,155,492,818 –5.1% 12.9% 18.9%

IV. Health – E, F, G, H $141,674,422,608 $146,680,679,840 $153,611,519,455 $168,505,813,905 $170,563,037,809 6.6% 32.2% 24.0%

V. Human Services – I, J, K, L, M, N, O, P $182,775,278,281 $182,010,009,644 $181,902,244,957 $189,167,846,019 $190,370,889,029 6.3% 11.2% 4.6%

VI. International, Foreign Affairs – Q $28,805,057,497 $27,409,444,448 $27,278,106,702 $27,182,906,800 $31,506,559,944 –0.3% 11.8% 12.1%

VII. Public, Societal Benefit – R, S, T, U, V, W $79,744,884,388 $79,513,085,489 $83,213,194,282 $88,115,057,401 $88,373,674,199 –15.8% 9.4% 30.0%

VIII. Religion Related – X $11,767,876,335 $11,883,596,087 $11,988,181,143 $13,419,301,982 $15,194,861,489 –2.5% 29.1% 32.4%

IX. Mutual/Membership Benefit – Y $2,454,492,519 $2,334,016,614 $2,527,562,030 $2,889,421,946 $3,012,742,447 –0.6% 13.2% 13.9%

Total $579,297,401,223 $581,347,154,780 $627,857,853,029 $636,542,475,672 $651,651,249,995 –1.6% 15.4% 17.2%

Eds (higher education) $168,479,178,673 $171,755,293,572 $172,222,671,847 $188,886,379,447 $203,373,911,176 –14.3% 18.8% 38.7%

Meds (hospitals) $719,698,789,251 $739,503,967,651 $735,235,509,932 $767,313,014,528 $805,291,455,393 7.2% 21.2% 13.1%

Total  Eds and Meds $888,177,967,923 $911,259,261,223 $907,458,181,779 $956,199,393,975 $1,008,665,366,569 2.8% 20.7% 17.4%

Total Assets (adjusted for inflation – 2007 dollars)

Category 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010

I. Arts, Culture, and Humanities – A $76,263,341,913 $83,387,290,177 $87,070,173,715 $92,694,857,422 $100,328,702,992 $94,152,458,989 $90,158,203,055 $95,119,166,277

II. Education – B $192,303,346,766 $220,470,523,759 $244,801,882,944 $270,297,470,167 $307,825,556,352 $306,241,673,344 $250,116,362,112 $288,826,568,335

III. Environment and Animals – C, D $28,940,660,439 $31,164,298,363 $32,924,990,806 $35,663,593,888 $38,322,818,297 $35,443,235,188 $36,312,684,124 $38,017,332,466

IV. Health – E, F, G, H $149,731,217,299 $169,583,147,681 $177,263,883,616 $187,662,837,633 $206,529,153,355 $180,104,069,765 $152,004,338,958 $200,960,095,180

V. Human Services – I, J, K, L, M, N, O, P $215,607,407,976 $224,691,118,792 $233,373,533,489 $244,455,176,637 $259,004,600,920 $252,548,883,111 $256,899,606,491 $271,147,425,946

VI. International, Foreign Affairs – Q $17,324,677,112 $18,211,532,118 $21,400,233,965 $23,525,623,553 $26,743,570,317 $24,967,698,944 $24,574,381,013 $26,357,542,145

VII. Public, Societal Benefit – R, S, T, U, V, W $151,657,290,823 $185,656,115,756 $192,904,448,276 $211,360,421,647 $228,806,450,758 $201,734,437,006 $172,001,978,338 $205,385,664,189

VIII. Religion Related – X $18,634,212,772 $20,599,376,058 $22,476,871,446 $24,194,289,641 $26,283,121,696 $20,121,488,752 $20,378,660,083 $25,431,783,027

IX. Mutual/Membership Benefit – Y $10,650,201,109 $12,140,234,566 $12,608,314,750 $13,759,135,432 $15,699,548,248 $13,419,479,515 $7,578,982,786 $13,419,360,681

Total $861,120,663,474 $965,913,844,557 $1,024,838,714,041 $1,103,633,211,981 $1,209,569,576,034 $1,128,772,560,616 $1,010,104,931,025 $1,164,745,651,840

Eds (higher education) $425,901,048,106 $452,545,084,960 $468,785,643,526 $496,531,014,124 $556,529,993,427 $517,882,892,860 $407,613,675,548 $464,847,851,739

Meds (hospitals) $638,869,339,263 $670,090,911,629 $704,851,226,624 $745,403,080,001 $792,207,356,235 $770,480,826,211 $802,296,060,391 $868,114,248,693

Total  Eds and Meds $1,064,770,387,369 $1,122,635,996,588 $1,173,636,870,150 $1,241,934,094,125 $1,348,737,349,662 $1,288,363,719,072 $1,209,909,735,939 $1,332,962,100,432

Category 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 Change, 
2007–2010

Change, 
2007–2015

Change, 
2010–2015

I. Arts, Culture, and Humanities – A $101,325,195,175 $96,884,684,231 $100,740,081,070 $109,441,039,543 $110,154,169,749 –5.2% 9.8% 15.8%

II. Education – B $304,387,364,502 $304,944,475,132 $319,435,354,117 $326,069,962,916 $327,447,864,139 –6.2% 6.4% 13.4%

III. Environment and Animals – C, D $38,512,959,495 $39,293,066,178 $40,715,772,970 $37,497,656,483 $39,724,854,931 –0.8% 3.7% 4.5%

IV. Health – E, F, G, H $207,349,400,868 $216,256,217,154 $225,199,611,373 $242,158,965,525 $247,159,260,291 –2.7% 19.7% 23.0%

V. Human Services – I, J, K, L, M, N, O, P $271,087,048,645 $276,410,549,569 $278,886,383,331 $287,664,252,069 $291,857,913,100 4.7% 12.7% 7.6%

VI. International, Foreign Affairs – Q $28,316,139,824 $28,502,127,318 $28,425,078,654 $29,610,928,842 $36,193,019,880 –1.4% 35.3% 37.3%

VII. Public, Societal Benefit – R, S, T, U, V, W $212,076,015,574 $214,859,947,686 $235,784,808,128 $261,612,019,615 $259,771,387,479 –10.2% 13.5% 26.5%

VIII. Religion Related – X $25,959,330,241 $28,382,780,374 $29,472,547,800 $28,093,100,594 $29,948,085,781 –3.2% 13.9% 17.8%

IX. Mutual/Membership Benefit – Y $14,544,245,396 $14,305,747,749 $14,952,245,642 $15,534,144,014 $15,872,684,544 –14.5% 1.1% 18.3%

Total $1,203,636,628,890 $1,219,955,955,605 $1,273,773,615,791 $1,337,926,821,918 $1,358,672,975,585 –3.7% 12.3% 16.6%

Eds (higher education) $524,442,677,771 $544,100,314,838 $561,556,532,907 $602,071,274,561 $643,868,674,757 –16.5% 15.7% 38.5%

Meds (hospitals) $893,025,392,899 $951,325,343,423 $966,366,226,062 $1,053,679,468,740 $1,077,146,445,598 9.6% 36.0% 24.1%

Total Eds and Meds $1,417,468,070,669 $1,495,425,658,261 $1,527,922,758,969 $1,655,750,743,300 $1,721,015,120,355 –1.2% 27.6% 29.1%
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Revenues from Contributions (adjusted for inflation – 2007 dollars)

Category 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010

I. Arts, Culture, and Humanities – A $14,210,240,525 $15,198,711,504 $15,108,924,052 $16,558,376,754 $17,306,952,119 $16,997,951,048 $16,526,354,807 $16,833,674,663

II. Education – B $27,169,782,156 $29,790,567,639 $30,915,617,809 $33,943,815,979 $42,591,198,487 $46,063,516,307 $38,163,086,086 $37,393,126,028

III. Environment and Animals – C, D $6,763,098,421 $6,607,237,272 $7,482,936,493 $7,849,427,432 $8,606,466,718 $9,081,049,174 $8,650,342,163 $8,608,524,104

IV. Health – E, F, G, H $32,467,848,393 $34,291,368,120 $34,937,783,480 $36,498,630,815 $39,220,371,461 $38,590,668,467 $39,492,994,038 $42,526,364,397

V. Human Services – I, J, K, L, M, N, O, P $62,034,326,553 $62,172,446,315 $64,906,545,634 $69,202,107,473 $68,405,590,274 $69,595,548,362 $73,836,816,612 $78,774,777,680

VI. International, Foreign Affairs – Q $17,153,805,316 $18,911,265,535 $23,262,010,960 $22,021,365,255 $24,387,003,189 $25,469,472,708 $25,472,340,355 $24,756,416,619

VII. Public, Societal Benefit – R, S, T, U, V, W $33,761,317,891 $36,616,929,863 $39,963,774,018 $45,477,587,839 $46,695,449,343 $45,929,266,207 $38,550,256,555 $41,604,089,916

VIII. Religion Related – X $5,134,959,538 $5,444,251,744 $6,272,193,903 $6,624,544,306 $7,119,400,426 $6,894,732,772 $6,912,983,853 $7,235,096,615

IX. Mutual/Membership Benefit – Y $254,003,262 $198,089,578 $194,084,069 $246,634,708 $200,126,754 $229,691,879 $246,314,654 $287,100,301

Total $198,953,249,456 $209,235,844,927 $223,052,456,610 $238,437,914,110 $254,555,516,747 $258,880,278,465 $247,882,235,539 $258,058,691,037

Eds (higher education) $28,408,240,935 $31,077,940,847 $32,098,725,477 $34,320,387,640 $34,681,760,154 $32,113,502,680 $27,190,779,689 $28,711,042,584

Meds (hospitals) $14,040,830,342 $14,551,810,644 $15,130,194,082 $17,106,501,012 $17,362,673,041 $16,717,479,711 $15,756,321,485 $17,214,846,376

Total Eds and Meds $42,449,071,276 $45,629,751,491 $47,228,919,560 $51,426,888,652 $52,044,433,195 $48,830,982,390 $42,947,101,174 $45,925,888,960

Category 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 Change, 
2007–2010

Change, 
2007–2015

Change, 
2010–2015

I. Arts, Culture, and Humanities – A $16,716,346,763 $16,263,694,895 $16,486,654,730 $17,767,333,502 $18,900,200,177 –2.7% 9.2% 12.3%

II. Education – B $37,092,296,843 $38,047,379,851 $67,873,854,851 $41,687,263,287 $45,049,200,055 –12.2% 5.8% 20.5%

III. Environment and Animals – C, D $9,200,725,732 $9,475,963,290 $9,647,535,158 $9,728,275,337 $10,006,510,041 0.0% 16.3% 16.2%

IV. Health – E, F, G, H $41,754,015,623 $40,824,965,324 $42,176,765,077 $43,840,479,992 $42,679,932,393 8.4% 8.8% 0.4%

V. Human Services – I, J, K, L, M, N, O, P $78,761,561,081 $77,006,792,653 $76,436,943,451 $79,105,081,633 $79,558,532,653 15.2% 16.3% 1.0%

VI. International, Foreign Affairs – Q $25,304,785,981 $23,646,535,134 $23,366,022,655 $23,277,766,985 $27,884,350,194 1.5% 14.3% 12.6%

VII. Public, Societal Benefit – R, S, T, U, V, W $48,028,931,308 $50,569,148,864 $53,038,588,951 $54,960,484,057 $56,872,059,313 –10.9% 21.8% 36.7%

VIII. Religion Related – X $7,331,082,631 $7,374,584,104 $6,971,777,751 $8,128,491,415 $9,564,014,217 1.6% 34.3% 32.2%

IX. Mutual/Membership Benefit – Y $266,477,093 $235,491,433 $185,243,245 $214,957,250 $294,798,872 43.5% 47.3% 2.7%

Total $264,498,712,226 $263,486,459,475 $296,239,560,385 $278,800,251,067 $290,934,827,061 1.4% 14.3% 12.7%

Eds (higher education) $34,523,077,077 $33,434,943,610 $31,987,673,297 $34,188,237,250 $36,723,560,401 –17.2% 5.9% 27.9%

Meds (hospitals) $18,733,633,927 $19,226,471,459 $17,373,000,967 $18,621,558,889 $18,841,648,381 –0.9% 8.5% 9.4%

Total Eds and Meds $53,256,711,004 $52,661,415,069 $49,360,674,264 $52,809,796,139 $55,565,208,782 –11.8% 6.8% 21.0%

Program Service Revenues (adjusted for inflation – 2007 dollars)

Category 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010

I. Arts, Culture, and Humanities - A $8,072,595,853 $8,199,263,607 $8,228,377,775 $8,520,966,818 $8,952,444,703 $8,960,570,565 $9,672,886,748 $9,981,309,892

II. Education - B $28,499,238,248 $30,087,222,567 $32,341,774,870 $34,120,066,432 $35,029,368,888 $36,735,741,545 $37,011,276,546 $38,009,506,829

III. Environment and Animals - C, D $3,159,156,647 $3,250,474,617 $3,332,095,734 $3,623,051,561 $3,927,394,848 $3,906,990,218 $3,844,927,670 $3,944,543,945

IV. Health - E, F, G, H $61,374,446,043 $65,439,546,374 $68,114,136,750 $71,958,911,347 $75,831,819,580 $77,879,342,456 $82,945,068,262 $88,063,677,726

V. Human Services - I, J, K, L, M, N, O, P $80,307,468,302 $83,121,871,809 $84,429,465,805 $87,379,506,572 $90,241,567,679 $91,718,681,790 $93,512,056,084 $94,449,652,112

VI. International, Foreign Affairs - Q $1,735,150,254 $1,988,692,866 $2,246,337,980 $2,336,849,595 $2,466,556,590 $2,221,366,511 $2,199,196,487 $2,718,661,383

VII. Public, Societal Benefit - R, S, T, U, V, W $16,166,660,152 $16,721,540,551 $18,326,522,630 $19,517,814,335 $19,842,227,939 $20,591,583,790 $20,178,178,094 $20,372,316,650

VIII. Religion Related - X $2,367,609,416 $2,403,760,980 $2,425,918,040 $2,506,462,646 $2,661,470,691 $2,886,844,166 $3,061,647,965 $3,167,573,558

IX. Mutual/Membership Benefit - Y $1,616,255,858 $1,925,630,002 $1,521,416,264 $1,491,646,253 $1,466,574,532 $1,390,446,827 $1,202,946,439 $1,919,291,823

Total $203,300,697,703 $213,142,542,495 $220,972,273,801 $231,463,883,544 $240,427,526,257 $246,306,875,978 $253,650,512,242 $262,648,280,046

Eds (higher education) $80,059,550,402 $84,575,113,697 $89,672,883,823 $96,836,754,374 $98,069,268,974 $90,717,569,034 $103,139,640,935 $107,005,941,528

Meds (hospitals) $521,470,899,271 $548,965,110,565 $565,177,811,433 $586,993,762,102 $613,133,692,996 $619,452,468,130 $658,402,637,594 $671,890,216,399

Total Eds and Meds $601,530,449,673 $633,540,224,261 $654,850,695,256 $683,830,516,475 $711,202,961,970 $710,170,037,165 $761,542,278,529 $778,896,157,927
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Program Service Revenues (adjusted for inflation – 2007 dollars)  continued

Category 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 Change, 
2007–2010

Change, 
2007–2015

Change, 
2010–2015

I. Arts, Culture, and Humanities - A $10,160,722,896 $9,384,082,527 $9,588,145,426 $11,150,356,215 $11,550,889,532 11.5% 29.0% 15.7%

II. Education - B $38,519,382,391 $40,089,728,159 $41,328,585,282 $41,825,677,848 $42,648,961,704 8.5% 21.8% 12.2%

III. Environment and Animals - C, D $4,069,561,154 $3,945,731,034 $4,033,202,938 $4,095,529,798 $4,298,646,177 0.4% 9.5% 9.0%

IV. Health - E, F, G, H $91,307,653,209 $97,166,400,081 $101,255,715,206 $113,516,568,738 $117,035,838,718 16.1% 54.3% 32.9%

V. Human Services - I, J, K, L, M, N, O, P $95,471,923,866 $96,443,461,659 $96,142,197,174 $99,026,115,546 $100,829,967,206 4.7% 11.7% 6.8%

VI. International, Foreign Affairs - Q $2,896,380,333 $3,057,043,640 $3,050,349,410 $3,118,926,932 $2,905,383,178 10.2% 17.8% 6.9%

VII. Public, Societal Benefit - R, S, T, U, V, W $22,163,451,811 $21,628,390,072 $20,660,344,128 $22,209,434,608 $21,175,733,412 2.7% 6.7% 3.9%

VIII. Religion Related - X $3,165,617,635 $3,260,931,504 $3,493,623,234 $3,897,360,008 $4,022,737,473 19.0% 51.1% 27.0%

IX. Mutual/Membership Benefit - Y $1,599,125,911 $1,648,241,031 $1,725,187,291 $1,714,413,976 $1,966,068,041 30.9% 34.1% 2.4%

Total $269,379,380,282 $276,661,237,336 $281,322,965,671 $300,639,697,166 $306,768,580,020 18.3% 9.2% 27.6%

Eds (higher education) $114,766,443,129 $122,724,880,003 $121,582,435,737 $129,275,471,529 $139,376,654,674 22.5% 9.1% 42.1%

Meds (hospitals) $673,699,288,143 $693,564,974,450 $686,377,526,366 $713,363,262,284 $755,930,460,471 17.6% 9.6% 23.3%

Total Eds and Meds $788,465,731,272 $816,289,854,453 $807,959,962,103 $842,638,733,813 $895,307,115,144 18.2% 9.5% 25.9%

Churn, 2003–2004

Category

Exited 
sample, 

2004

No change 
in status, 

2003–2004

Entered 
sample, 

2004

AR 5.1% 88.1% 6.8%

ED 4.2% 89.5% 6.4%

EN 3.9% 89.5% 6.5%

HE 4.4% 89.7% 5.9%

HU 4.0% 90.2% 5.8%

IN 4.4% 89.1% 6.5%

PU 5.1% 87.2% 7.7%

RE 4.7% 88.4% 7.0%

MU 5.1% 88.4% 6.5%

Total 4.4% 89.3% 6.4%

Eds (higher education) 2.1% 95.0% 2.9%

Meds (hospitals) 2.9% 94.1% 3.0%

All Eds and Meds 2.7% 94.3% 3.0%

Churn, 2008–2009

Category

Exited 
sample, 

2009

No change 
in status, 

2008–2009

Entered 
sample, 

2009

AR 8.2% 85.2% 6.6%

ED 7.6% 85.6% 6.8%

EN 7.0% 85.6% 7.4%

HE 6.8% 87.6% 5.7%

HU 6.1% 87.8% 6.1%

IN 7.7% 84.8% 7.5%

PU 9.3% 84.0% 6.7%

RE 8.1% 84.1% 7.8%

MU 9.8% 83.1% 7.2%

Total 7.3% 86.2% 6.5%

Eds (higher education) 3.8% 91.1% 5.1%

Meds (hospitals) 4.1% 92.0% 3.9%

All Eds and Meds 4.0% 91.7% 4.2%

Churn, 2014–2015

Category

Exited 
sample, 

2015

No change 
in status, 

2014–2015

Entered 
sample, 

2015

AR 9.5% 81.3% 9.2%

ED 10.3% 81.5% 8.2%

EN 9.0% 80.2% 10.7%

HE 7.8% 85.6% 6.6%

HU 8.5% 83.7% 7.8%

IN 8.4% 82.4% 9.2%

PU 9.0% 82.0% 8.9%

RE 8.6% 81.5% 10.0%

MU 9.9% 78.5% 11.6%

Total 8.9% 82.8% 8.3%

Eds (higher education) 7.3% 88.3% 4.4%

Meds (hospitals) 5.4% 91.4% 3.2%

All Eds and Meds 5.8% 90.7% 3.5%

Closures, 2005–2007

Category
Nonprofits did not close 

during 2005–2007
Nonprofits closed during 

2005–2007

AR 90.4% 9.6%

ED 89.9% 10.1%

EN 90.9% 9.1%

HE 90.2% 9.8%

HU 91.4% 8.6%

IN 84.4% 15.6%

PU 87.6% 12.4%

RE 82.6% 17.4%

MU 87.3% 12.7%

Total 89.8% 10.2%

Eds (higher education) 96.4% 3.6%

Meds (hospitals) 92.9% 7.1%

All Eds and Meds 93.7% 6.3%

Closures, 2008–2010

Category
Nonprofits did not close 

during 2008–2010
Nonprofits closed during 

2008–2010

AR 86.9% 13.1%

ED 86.4% 13.6%

EN 88.4% 11.6%

HE 86.9% 13.1%

HU 89.2% 10.8%

IN 81.0% 19.0%

PU 82.1% 17.9%

RE 78.7% 21.3%

MU 78.7% 21.3%

Total 86.5% 13.5%

Eds (higher education) 96.1% 3.9%

Meds (hospitals) 89.9% 10.1%

All Eds and Meds 91.4% 8.6%
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Closures, 2011–2013

Category
Nonprofits did not close during 

2011–2013
Nonprofits closed during 

2011–2013

AR 92.1% 7.9%

ED 92.2% 7.8%

EN 91.7% 8.3%

HE 90.7% 9.3%

HU 92.5% 7.5%

IN 89.5% 10.5%

PU 90.9% 9.1%

RE 90.1% 9.9%

MU 91.2% 8.8%

Total 91.8% 8.2%

Eds (higher education) 96.4% 3.6%

Meds (hospitals) 92.4% 7.6%

All Eds and Meds 93.4% 6.6%

Lost ≥ 20% of total assets, 2007 vs 2010

Category Not a big loser Big loser

AR 71.7% 28.3%

ED 77.7% 22.3%

EN 77.5% 22.5%

HE 76.9% 23.1%

HU 79.1% 20.9%

IN 67.7% 32.3%

PU 73.4% 26.6%

RE 71.4% 28.6%

MU 73.5% 26.5%

Total 76.6% 23.4%

Eds (higher education) 87.3% 12.7%

Meds (hospitals) 85.5% 14.5%

All Eds and Meds 85.9% 14.1%

Gained ≥ 20% of total assets, 2010 vs 2015

Category Not a big winner Big winner

AR 61.0% 39.0%

ED 55.5% 44.5%

EN 51.7% 48.3%

HE 56.9% 43.1%

HU 64.1% 35.9%

IN 54.9% 45.1%

PU 58.6% 41.4%

RE 59.8% 40.2%

MU 56.6% 43.4%

Total 60.2% 39.8%

Eds (higher education) 58.2% 41.8%

Meds (hospitals) 58.6% 41.4%

All Eds and Meds 58.5% 41.5%

Closures, 2008–2013

Category
Nonprofits did not close  

during 2008–2013
Nonprofits closed during 

2008–2013

AR 79.0% 21.0%

ED 78.6% 21.4%

EN 80.1% 19.9%

HE 77.5% 22.5%

HU 81.7% 18.3%

IN 70.5% 29.5%

PU 73.1% 26.9%

RE 68.9% 31.1%

MU 69.9% 30.1%

Total 78.3% 21.7%

Eds (higher education) 92.5% 7.5%

Meds (hospitals) 82.3% 17.7%

All Eds and Meds 84.8% 15.2%

Lost ≥ 20% of total assets, 2007 vs 2015

Category Not a big loser Big loser

AR 69.0% 31.0%

ED 76.3% 23.7%

EN 78.0% 22.0%

HE 74.3% 25.7%

HU 69.4% 30.6%

IN 68.3% 31.7%

PU 72.3% 27.7%

RE 67.8% 32.2%

MU 71.9% 28.1%

Total 71.6% 28.4%

Eds (higher education) 85.6% 14.4%

Meds (hospitals) 78.8% 21.2%

All Eds and Meds 80.6% 19.4%

Gained ≥  20% of total assets, 2007 vs 2015

Category Not a big winner Big winner

AR 58.1% 41.9%

ED 51.5% 48.5%

EN 45.4% 54.6%

HE 50.9% 49.1%

HU 56.8% 43.2%

IN 50.4% 49.6%

PU 54.6% 45.4%

RE 55.8% 44.2%

MU 55.2% 44.8%

Total 54.5% 45.5%

Eds (higher education) 56.6% 43.4%

Meds (hospitals) 51.1% 48.9%

All Eds and Meds 52.5% 47.5%
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This suggests that the sector was perhaps too 

focused on the recovery of its own institutions 

with respect to longer-term fiscal health, instead 

of on the longer-term recovery and advancement 

of the financial well-being of its constituents. 

While we do not suggest that this sector in any 

way ignored the immediate needs of its commu-

nities during the depth of the last downturn, we 

do conclude that by remaining inactive on tax 

and regulatory policies, the sector has enabled 

an economy that is increasingly regressive and 

threatening to our democracy and the well-being 

of present and future generations. 

One of the laws of systems is that “morality 

is foresight”—and through that lens, our moral 

compasses look less than fully functional.

The authors thank Jon Pratt, Kari Aanestad, 

and River Fiocco for their invaluable contribu-

tions to this article. 
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