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Abstract During crises such as the present coronavirus

disease-19 (COVID-19) pandemic, nonprofits play a key

role in ensuring support to improve the most vulnerable

individuals’ health, social, and economic conditions. One

year into the COVID-19 pandemic, an extensive automated

literature analysis was conducted of 154 academic articles

on nonprofit management during the pandemic—all of

which were published in 2020. This study sought to iden-

tify and systematize academics’ contributions to knowl-

edge about the crisis’s impact on the nonprofit sector and to

ascertain the most urgent directions for future research. The

results provide policymakers, nonprofit practitioners, and

scholars an overview of the themes addressed and highlight

the important assistance academic researchers provide to

nonprofits dealing with the COVID-19 pandemic.

Keywords COVID-19 � Nonprofit � Management � Crisis �
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Introduction

The nonprofit sector comprises a multitude of organiza-

tions that pursue objectives related to solidarity and com-

munity development. During crises, these entities play a

key role in ensuring support reaches the most vulnerable

individuals in terms of health, social, and economic con-

ditions (Simo & Bies, 2007). During the coronavirus dis-

ease-19 (COVID-19) pandemic, government stay-at-home

orders, lay-offs, and school closures contributed to an

economic downturn that resulted in thousands of unem-

ployed people and decreased incomes. Due to the lock-

down policy, many nonprofits had to deal with an increased

demand for food aid, shelter, and other basic necessities.

Even as these organizations came under pressure to

supply more support, they lost a significant part of their

workforce due to health-related conditions or volunteers’

fear of catching the virus. This lack of personnel made the

COVID-19 pandemic crisis different from the 2008 finan-

cial crisis, when the number of volunteers reached record

levels (Tzifakis et al., 2017) and helped the nonprofit sector

recover. The reduced workforce during the pandemic pre-

sented a massive challenge because volunteers are much

more critical in this sector than in the corporate or public

sector, given nonprofits’ extensive reliance on unpaid

helpers (Salamon et al., 2011). Given their absent work-

force, many organizations were unable to run programs,

raise funds, or serve beneficiaries and/or clients. In addi-

tion, nonprofits often have small businesses (e.g., charity

shops) that finance other activities, which may have seen

revenues drastically decline due to the economic downturn

reflected in the European Union’s (EU) lower gross

domestic product (Eurostat, 2021).

In this unprecedented scenario, the nonprofit sector

urgently needs researchers’ help to determine how the
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crisis is affecting these organizations’ capacity to keep

running activities. Nonprofit managers also require a

clearer understanding of which strategies to implement in

response to emerging challenges, public policies’ impacts

on their organizations’ capabilities, or populations’

increased demands for emergency aid. Thus, one year after

the COVID-19 pandemic began, one of the most important

research problems faced by those who seek to help non-

profit practitioners and promote related scholarship is to

identify and systematize academics’ contributions to

knowledge about the pandemic’s impact on the nonprofit

sector. Researchers also need information indicating the

best directions for future studies on this topic.

The present study thus sought to contribute to efforts to

achieve these goals by answering two research questions:

(1) What thematic clusters appeared in the research on

nonprofit management during the pandemic’s first

year?

(2) What future avenues of research still need to be

explored regarding nonprofit management during

this and future crises?

To address these questions, an extensive automated

analysis was conducted of 154 academic articles’ abstracts

that focus on nonprofit management during the COVID-19

pandemic and that were published in 2020. The biblio-

metric data were analyzed using descriptive statistics and

VOSviewer software to cluster the terms used in the arti-

cles’ abstracts and create a word co-occurrence map—a

popular text mining technique previously applied in similar

analyses (Yu et al., 2020; L. Zhang et al., 2020).

The current automated analysis was complemented by

an in-depth examination of the articles containing the most

significant terms in each cluster. The results provide non-

profit practitioners and scholars with a critical review of the

literature on nonprofit management during the first year of

the pandemic and with suggested future lines of research

on topics that still need to be addressed. Using these

results, grounded in theories relevant to nonprofits’ chal-

lenges—such as the contingency theory of organizations

and the unified theory of acceptance and use of technol-

ogy—scholars will be able to expand more systematically

the existing knowledge about the pandemic’s impacts on

the nonprofit sector and help policymakers create an

agenda for public COVID-19 research funding for this

sector.

Methodology

This study sought to provide a useful, representative

assessment of the available bibliometric data on nonprofit

management during the COVID-19 pandemic. Both

quantitative and qualitative analyses were carried out to

classify and systematize the data collected. The quantita-

tive analysis assessed the number of papers published in

journals (Mas-Tur et al., 2019). The qualitative analysis, in

turn, focused on, among other features, citations per doc-

ument, which is a helpful indicator of researchers’ pro-

ductivity and their contributions’ influence (Modak et al.,

2020).

Over the course of 2020, a large number of articles on

the COVID-19 pandemic were peer-reviewed and pub-

lished. To classify these publications, identify their

research themes, and unveil significant patterns manually

would take a great deal of time. In addition, errors would

almost certainly be made, and subjectivity could become a

constant. Automated computer analysis methods have been

developed to respond to the challenges academics face

when analyzing a large volume of bibliometric material

(Modak et al., 2020), allowing researchers to provide a

representative, informative perspective on the relevant lit-

erature in a much shorter time.

After the bibliometric analysis, the identified clusters of

related articles were analyzed in greater depth. This critical

review provided significant examples of research on

prominent themes and identified short- and long-term

future directions for studies on this topic. Figure 1 sum-

marizes the procedures applied.

Data Sources and Search Process

This study used bibliometric data extracted in January 2021

from the Web of Science and Scopus databases, following

many previous researchers’ example (van Eck & Waltman,

2010). These databases comprise indexed high-quality,

peer-reviewed journals, including publications focused on

the nonprofit sector. Given this study’s aims, the academic

articles selected concentrated on nonprofit management

during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Two queries were coded containing nonprofit-related

terms and keywords applied with reference to the pan-

demic. The first set of terms used the lexicon validated and

applied by Santos et al. (2020), which was based on

Salamon and Sokolowski (2016) and Smith et al. (2006)

research. The COVID-19 pandemic keywords were selec-

ted from the most recent studies of this topic (Aristovnik

et al., 2020; Verma & Gustafsson, 2020). The search

queries (see Appendix 1 in the supplementary material for

further details) focused on finding both nonprofit and

COVID-19 pandemic-related terms in the title, abstract, or

keyword fields specifically for academic articles.

A total of 278 articles on COVID-19 were retrieved, of

which 124 addressed medical topics. The latter articles had

already been reviewed by Yu et al. (2020), so these pub-

lications were excluded from the present analysis to restrict
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this study to research on nonprofit management issues other

than medical treatments and diagnoses. The final sample

thus included 154 academic articles published in 2020 in

118 different journals produced by 54 distinct publishers.

Articles’ Profile

The 154 articles on nonprofit management during the

COVID-19 pandemic were written by 589 researchers. Of

the latter, 37 appear as an author or co-author in two

articles, which is the highest number of articles per author.

Co-authorship is the most common given that 75% of the

articles have 2 or more authors, although half the articles

published (49%) were authored by 1 or 2 researchers. This

percentage increases to 71% for articles written by 1–3

authors.

An analysis of the authors’ affiliations revealed that the

northern hemisphere contains most of the research centers

(see Table 1) as Europe and North America represent 62%

of the researchers. For each study conducted by research

teams based in South America, more than four studies were

conducted in North America. Research in underdeveloped

countries is in the minority. Overall, scholars affiliated with

institutions in Europe (59) and North America (55) are the

Scopus Web of Science Applying the search queries

Bibliometric data from 154 articles

Descriptive statistics of 
bibliometric indicators

Thematic clusters based 
on abstracts

To identify and systematize academics’ contributions to knowledge about 
the COVID-19 pandemic’s impacts on nonprofit management and to 
ascertain the directions in which future research needs to go

1) What thematic clusters appeared in the research on nonprofit 
management during the pandemic’s first year? 
2) What future avenues of research still need to be explored regarding 
nonprofit management during this and future crises?

COVID-19 lexicon Nonprofit sector lexiconCoding search queries

Removing duplicates and 
articles on medical issues

Short- and long-term
future research

Research 
questions

 

Goals

In-depth analysis of clusters’
related articles and critical 
review combined with 
previous literature

Examples of prominent
research themes

Contributions for nonprofit practitioners, 
scholars, and policy makers

Fig. 1 Research strategy
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top contributors, followed by Asia (40), where most studies

took place in China (12) as it was the country in which the

virus first started spreading. Other research focused on

regions of South America (13) and Africa (11), including

but not limited to Brazil (3), Colombia (4), Peru (3), and

South Africa (4).

The impact and perceived quality of researchers’ con-

tributions were measured using the indicator ‘‘number of

citations,’’ which revealed that less than one-third of the

articles (46 articles or 30%) had already been cited—85%

of which were open access. The articles had been cited 196

times in total, with an average of 4 citations per article

cited and an average of 1.56 citations when all the sample’s

open access articles were included. This key indicator is

significantly lower (i.e., 3 citations) per non-open access

article cited and an average of 0.62 citations when all the

non-open access articles were considered.

The American Review of Public Administration is the

journal that published the most articles (7), followed by

Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Quarterly (6) and Public

Administration Review (4). The latter journal published the

most cited articles (18 citations). The publishers of most of

the articles included in the sample are SAGE (31), Springer

(13), Emerald (13), Routledge (11), and Elsevier (8).

Table 2 summarizes the top-three journals, publishers, and

number of citations.

The overwhelming majority are articles written in

English (94%), although some articles are in Hungarian,

German, Italian, Portuguese, or Spanish. A significant

number of articles (49) disclose receiving financial support

to cover research, authorship, and/or publication costs.

Data Analysis

Text mining techniques can unveil the hidden patterns in

texts such as documents, comments, or reviews (Calheiros

et al., 2017). With these techniques, researchers can search

texts for terms composed of one or more words and

uncover patterns based on the frequency with which these

terms appear in texts (Santos et al., 2020). To apply text

mining to the present sample of abstracts, two procedures

were followed to ensure that only meaningful words were

included, namely stemming and stop word removal

(Guerreiro et al., 2016). Stemming allowed the analysis to

consider equivalent words with the same meaning but with,

for instance, different prefixes and suffixes. Stop word

removal eliminated irrelevant words (e.g., ‘‘the,’’ ‘‘a,’’ and

‘‘or’’) or the specific words used to select the literature

sample (e.g., ‘‘COVID-19’’ or ‘‘SarS-Cov-2’’).

The new dataset created by these procedures, known as

the ‘‘corpus,’’ was the input for the co-word analysis, which

used text mining techniques to identify links between

words when they occurred together in the same text (van

Eck & Waltman, 2010). VOSviewer is an open-source

software that helps researchers conduct this type of anal-

ysis based on word co-occurrence using a natural language

processing algorithm provided by the Apache OpenNLP

library, a machine learning-based toolkit for clustering

(Wang et al., 2021). This software is also well suited for

use in data analysis and visualization. The present study

followed the lead of the many scholars who have used this

software to conduct bibliometric analyses focused on

emerging research trends, namely in business and man-

agement (Shah et al., 2019; Verma & Gustafsson, 2020) or

on general topics such as the COVID-19 pandemic (Aris-

tovnik et al., 2020; Yu et al., 2020).

VOSviewer has proven to be useful for creating network

maps of co-occurrence links between words present in

bibliometric data (i.e., title, abstract, and keywords), which

highlight clusters in emerging research. Each word belongs

to only one cluster, and all the words belonging to a cluster

appear in the same color on the VOSviewer map visual-

izing the network of words. This technique provides more

advantages than other clustering techniques (van Eck &

Waltman, 2009).

Using VOSviewer analysis tools, the current study cat-

egorized the selected articles’ themes with reference to a

semantic similarity and association strength matrix based

on the co-occurrence of 60% of the most significant terms,

namely those that occurred more than 10 times in the

articles’ abstracts. The analysis produced five thematic

clusters. Finally, a manual in-depth analysis was carried

Table 1 Article count by continent and regions with which research

teams are affiliated in 2020

Continent/Region Total Continent/Region Total

Europe 59 South America 13

Northern Europe 34 South America 13

Southern Europe 13 Africa 11

Western Europe 8 Southern Africa 4

Eastern Europe 4 Eastern Africa 3

North America 55 Western Africa 2

Northern America 55 Middle Africa 1

Caribbean 0 Northern Africa 1

Central America 0 Oceania 7

Asia 40 Australia and New Zealand 5

Eastern Asia 15 Polynesia 1

Southern Asia 9 Melanesia 1

South-eastern Asia 9 Micronesia 0

Western Asia 7 Antarctica 0

Central Asia 0 Antarctica 0

Grand total 185
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out of the articles containing the most important terms

within each cluster to provide significant examples of

research on prominent themes.

Nonprofits’ management faced specific challenges aris-

ing from the immediate impacts of the COVID-19 pan-

demic. This study conducted a critical analysis of emerging

topics related to the crisis, combining previous literature

addressing management theories, perspectives, methods,

and tools in order to propose guidelines for future research.

The results thus include short- and long-term topics to be

addressed by academics.

Results

As mentioned previously, the clustering procedures were

based on the co-occurrence of words, allowing to reveal

thematic clusters and future research topics.

Thematic Clusters

VOSviewer generated the network visualization map

shown in Fig. 2. Each color in the map identifies a cluster

to which the articles were assigned. The larger the cluster’s

term and circumference are, the more often the included

terms occurred in all the articles, based on full counting

statistics.

The five identified thematic clusters within the literature

on nonprofit management in the COVID-19 pandemic

context were labeled as follows: technology (Cluster 1),

citizens (Cluster 2), collaborative models (Cluster 3),

healthcare access (Cluster 4), and civil society participation

(Cluster 5). Table 3 lists the most frequent terms in each

cluster and each term’s number of occurrences.

Cluster 1—shown in red—includes 13 terms that fall

within research on technology, in which practice,

technology, and university are the most frequent terms.

This cluster covers studies investigating personnel’s

adoption of technologies to steer activities during govern-

ment-mandated lockdown periods to contain COVID-19’s

spread. Technology was also used to increase interactions

between organizations.

The authors contributing to this cluster provide evidence

that technologies offer competitive advantages and, in

times when people cannot meet face-to-face, technology is

a tool for survival and for enabling social businesses’

creation, among other functions (Akpan et al., 2020). Other

researchers discuss the growing power of people and

organizations that produce new digital technologies, as

well as how the COVID-19 pandemic has affected cities’

ability to counteract the technology industry’s negative

effects. Through public–private–nonprofit partnerships,

municipalities have continued to create technology jobs

without leaving embedded industries and social commu-

nities unprotected (Singh et al., 2020).

According to Maserat et al. (2020), Web portals have

increased information security, improved the ability to find

needed information, and facilitated communication

between organizations during the COVID-19 pandemic.

These portals thus strengthen the collaboration between

health-related non-governmental organizations (NGOs)

and universities’ medical science departments.

Cluster 2—shown in green—includes 10 terms related

to research on citizens, focusing on the negative conse-

quences to children and families of restrictive measures

and nonprofits’ decreased capacity to provide services.

These academic studies contribute to a better understand-

ing of the COVID-19 pandemic and associated responses’

impacts on refugees, students, children, and families and

offer data-informed recommendations to public and private

service providers working with these populations. Nisanci

et al. (2020) used their experience working in NGOs in

Table 2 Summary of top-three journals, publishers, and number of citations in 2020

Article

Information

Total no. of items in

the sample

Top three

Journals 118 - American Review of Public Administration

- Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Quarterly

- Public Administration Review

Publishers 54 - SAGE

- Springer

- Emerald

Article

citations

196 - The COVID-19 pandemic, small-scale fisheries and coastal fishing communities (Bennett et al.,

2020)

- Slum health: Arresting COVID-19 and improving well-being in urban informal settlements (Corburn

et al., 2020)

- Toward sustainable learning during school suspension: Socioeconomic, occupational aspirations, and

learning behavior of Vietnamese students during COVID-19 (Tran et al., 2020)
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different cities in Turkey to highlight these organizations’

vital role in delivering psychosocial support services to

refugees, suggesting new measures that can be taken in the

near future.

Researchers also sought to unveil the pandemic’s dev-

astating effects on students, documenting cross-sector

collaboration among schools, universities, nonprofits, and

other organizations to leverage resources needed to support

teachers and students (Berry, 2020). These efforts included

help for parents, especially those with children with

developmental challenges, who experienced additional

stress from both restrictive measures and distance learn-

ing’s demands (Lučić et al., 2020). In addition, the most

vulnerable children and families were a specific focus. The

cited authors report that restrictive measures caused these

children and families to see themselves as deprived of

access to vital services. These families were also unpre-

pared to deal with cohabitation when residential care pro-

viders suddenly returned adolescents, children, and older

youths to their family, who were sometimes unable to care

for them.

Pitts (2020) also examined the consequences of COVID-

19 restrictions on illicit drug users and vulnerable children

and young people. The cited study highlighted increased

violence and likelihood of arrest and the recruitment of

young people and children into illicit drug trade as serious

concerns. Concurrently, the NGOs supporting all these

populations experienced decreased financial support,

thereby becoming unable to provide adequate services to

the families they normally assist (Rossitto, 2020; Wilke

et al., 2020a, b).

Cluster 3—shown in blue—comprises nine terms cov-

ering research on the collaborative models applied by

different actors and nonprofits, especially those that

emerged during the crisis. The main studies addressing this

topic focus, more specifically, on government–nonprofit

collaborations. Zhao and Wu (2020) show that diverse

collaborative channels between citizens and government

can generate different results, especially with regard to the

government-organized or self-organized NGOs that

emerged as informal channels for citizens to fight against

COVID-19.

Other scholars analyzed experiences in which govern-

ment volunteers provided technical assistance to NGOs in

order to supplement their expert human resources and

enable these organizations to apply for funding (Tierney &

Boodoosingh, 2020). Evidence for this cooperative strategy

was found by a nationwide survey of nonprofit foundations.

The survey results show that most of these organizations

partnered with other nonprofit or public sector organiza-

tions (Finchum-Mason et al., 2020).

Cluster 4—shown in yellow—includes six terms from

research on healthcare access, particularly studies related

to access to these services in the USA. The related research

examined the authorities’ communication strategies and

practices implemented to ensure public health instructions

were followed. This cluster’s articles further discuss com-

munity leaders of religious congregations and faith-based

organizations’ struggles and successes with establishing

relationships with hospitals, as well as efforts led by school

leaders, elected officials, and housing association repre-

sentatives (Galiatsatos et al., 2020).

The relevant studies also analyzed techniques that

healthcare centers (e.g., hospitals) applied to deliver ser-

vices to citizens. For instance, Williams et al. (2020)

studied the use of intensive care unit telemedicine (tele-

Fig. 2 VOSviewer co-

occurrence of terms map
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ICUs) in rural parts of the USA. The findings include that,

among other characteristics, nonprofit hospitals’ partici-

pation in health systems is more likely to involve tele-

ICUs.

Finally, Cluster 5—shown in purple—includes five

terms from research on civil society participation, includ-

ing studies specifically focused on China’s realities—the

country where the new coronavirus first started spreading.

Academics investigated how nonprofit alumni networks

can be used to assist shared struggles, in general, and help

to solve major public challenges, suggesting future direc-

tions for research on these networks’ value from a public

administration perspective (Ding & Riccucci, 2020).

Regarding the pandemic’s negative impact in terms of

increasing family violence, (H. Zhang, 2020) reports

alarming statistics on domestic violence due to patriarchal

attitudes deeply embedded in Chinese society. The cited

author argues that NGOs need to take a more active role on

providing appropriate, immediate assistance to abuse vic-

tims during the pandemic by updating their information

and resources. Locally provided services must include

general guidelines for critical emotional support and

counselling services, protective services, legal advice, cri-

sis helplines, and emergency shelters. NGOs should also

design and publish specific rules regarding domestic vio-

lence to help families endure long-term home isolation.

Short- and Long-Term Avenues for Future

Research

The insights provided by clustering highlight scholars’

important contributions to supporting nonprofits dealing

with this pandemic, but much room is still left to expand

the existing knowledge in this area of research. To advance

Table 3 Clusters’ profile

Cluster Most frequent

terms

Number of terms’

occurrences

References

Cluster #1: technology (red) = 13

terms

Practice 34 Akpan et al. (2020); Maserat et al. (2020); Singh et al. (2020)

Technology 29

University 28

Situation 21

Student 19

Lockdown 18

Cluster #2: citizens (green) = 10

terms

Service 51 Berry (2020); Lučić et al. (2020); Nisanci et al. (2020); Pitts

(2020); Rossitto (2020); Wilke et al. (2020a, b)Child 34

Family 24

Source 23

Recommendation 21

Population 21

Cluster #3: collaborative models

(blue) = 9 terms

Model 35 Finchum-Mason et al. (2020); Tierney and Boodoosingh (2020);

Zhao and Wu (2020)Implication 25

Society 22

Process 22

Collaboration 20

Opportunity 20

Cluster #4: healthcare access

(yellow) = 6 terms

Access 23 Galiatsatos et al. (2020); Williams et al. (2020)

US 20

Hospital 20

Consequence 17

Demand 13

Cluster #5: civil society

participation (purple) = 5 terms

Role 45 Ding and Riccucci (2020); H. Zhang (2020)

China 21

Form 12

Civil society 10

Family violence 10
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academics’ efforts further, this subsection outlines an

agenda for future studies of nonprofit management, which

is divided into short- and long-term topics.

In the near future, governments will actively expand the

supply of COVID-19 vaccines to their populations. A

window of hope should open in all sectors of activity

allowing nonprofits to resume more continuous operations

due to the expected reduction of restrictive rules after

vaccination. In this evolving context, specific challenges

for nonprofits have arisen out of the COVID-19 pandemic’s

immediate impacts, generating a set of short-term topics

that need to be addressed by academics. These topics are

summarized in Table 4, which connects the topics to the

clusters and also to the nonprofit areas and challenges.

Short-term goals involve restoring or maintaining non-

profit organizations’ capacity to provide services through

fundraising and attracting and maintaining material and

human resources since these organizations are currently

struggling financially (Deitrick et al., 2020). Regarding

fundraising, federal and national funding campaigns will

eventually start, and nonprofits must be prepared to draft

well-structured proposals and comply with technical

guidelines to gain access to public funds. Thus, nonprofits

need to ensure their staff are sufficiently professionally

qualified to address proposals’ regulatory aspects and

quality standards. Researchers can contribute to identifying

successful applications’ determinant factors during crises.

In addition, studies should provide managerial frameworks

and highlight best practices for managing relationships

between funders and nonprofits, which can become tense

due to constraints on specific funding programs and their

need to maintain a focus on project outcomes (Shaw &

Allen, 2009).

In terms of attracting resources, fundraising campaigns

have never completely stopped, but, in socioeconomic

crises, donations necessarily decrease (Brañas-Garza et al.,

2020). When working from home is the rule and e-com-

merce becomes a significant trend, the Internet becomes

the main tool for fundraising. Research on social media’s

impacts is not new in the nonprofit sector. Scholars have

already confirmed, for instance, the online organizational

content individual stakeholders prefer (Saxton & Waters,

2014), determinants of online giving (Saxton & Wang,

2014), and aspects of organizational identity construction

using digital platforms (Ruelle & Peverelli, 2016). Non-

profits’ online presence was found to be significantly

related to their resources’ stability during the 2008 finan-

cial crisis (Arik et al., 2016). Scholars can thus help predict

donors’ attitudes toward contributing online to fundraising

campaigns during the COVID-19 pandemic (Bin-Nashwan

et al., 2020), but studies on this topic are still rare.

New trends have emerged, namely webpages for writing

reviews of and/or providing feedback to organizations

(Park et al., 2020), crowdfunding platforms’ role in sharing

campaigns (de Broeck, 2018), and the part played by

influencers and celebrities’ appeals for donations (Tafesse

& Wood, 2021). Researchers need to explore how impor-

tant donation patterns using these new communication

strategies are and how nonprofits can identify the best ways

to develop related fundraising campaigns. Investigations

focused on this topic should not be limited to proposing

theoretical models but instead also conduct case studies to

explore successful strategies and innovative managerial

tools used to monitor these strategies’ effects on perfor-

mance (e.g., dashboards) (Fernandes et al., 2021).

Regarding attracting human resources, nonprofits cur-

rently face both the challenge of reengaging volunteers

who interrupted their collaboration and engaging new

volunteers despite the ongoing pandemic so that these

organizations can provide services. Interruptions have been

due to, for instance, volunteers’ unwillingness to expose

themselves to severe acute respiratory syndrome coron-

avirus-2 or their need to dedicate time to their children due

to school closures. In addition, extra time had to be

invested in adapting to new distance work methods that

require workers to dedicate more time to their jobs (Se-

lamet, 2020). These realities have combined with non-

profits’ partial or exclusive use of distance service

provision (Deitrick et al., 2020) to create more challenges

in terms of attracting volunteers.

Given nonprofits’ struggle to attract and retain their

workforce, scholars could identify the factors influencing

volunteers’ levels of engagement during the pandemic

crisis, as well as proposing innovative conceptual, theo-

retical, and analytical frameworks. Other relevant topics

are assessments of new strategies to help nonprofits iden-

tify, recruit, and train volunteers so that these organizations

are prepared to serve target populations in both on-site and

distance modes. The existing literature on these areas needs

to be strengthened (Baxter-Tomkins & Wallace, 2009).

Researchers should further analyze digital volunteer train-

ing formats’ effectiveness and the adaptations needed to

convert on-site work to distance services—a new challenge

that emerged with the COVID-19 pandemic. Validations

are needed of successful strategies for dealing with this

crisis so that nonprofits can decide whether to implement

these strategies or maintain others based on their successful

implementation in the past (Trautmann et al., 2007).

Communication strategies must be analyzed to help

nonprofits assess how social media can be used to attract

volunteers, namely examining social media comments,

likes, or reviews posted by users. Research can provide

highlights through sentiment analysis of the positive or

negative feedback generated (Selamet, 2020) by, for

example, sharing past volunteering experiences in non-

profit organizations or beneficiaries’ online thanks in posts.
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Automated analyses are needed using unstructured data

techniques applied in other research areas, to examine

sentiments and affect dimensions, opinions, and emotions.

This approach has proven to be useful in various areas,

providing decision makers with data-driven approaches to

business challenges (e.g., Ortigosa et al., 2014).

Finally, technological gaps have been a significant

obstacle in the past two decades, which organizations have

failed to overcome in both the for-profit and nonprofit

sectors. However, the latter has found this problem espe-

cially challenging because of the tight funding environment

in which they exist and the lack of grant programs focused

Table 4 Nonprofits’ challenges and short-term future research on nonprofit management

Related

clusters

Nonprofit

area

Nonprofits’

challenge

Future research topic References

Cluster 1

technology;

Fundraising Submitting

successful grant

applications

#1: Identifying factors in applications’

success during crisis

Arik et al. (2016); Bin-Nashwan et al.

(2020); de Broeck (2018); Fernandes

et al. (2021); Park et al. (2020); Ruelle

and Peverelli, (2016); Saxton and Wang

(2014); Saxton and Waters (2014); Shaw

and Allen (2009); Tafesse and Wood

(2021)

#2: Designing managerial frameworks and

finding best practices for managing

relationships between funders and

nonprofits

Cluster 3

collaborative

models;

Running successful

social media and

crowdfunding

campaigns

#3: Investigating the role of influencers and

celebrities’ appeals for donations, the

impact of reviews of and/or feedback to

nonprofit organizations or use of

crowdfunding platforms in fundraising

campaigns

Cluster 5 civil

society

participation

#4: Conducting case studies to explore

highly successful strategies and

innovative managerial tools to monitor

fundraising results using different

strategies and/or approaches (e.g.,

dashboards)

Cluster 5—

civil society

participation

Human

resources

Attracting and

engaging

volunteers

#5: Identifying the factors influencing

volunteers’ engagement during pandemic

crises

Ortigosa et al. (2014); Selamet (2020);

Trautmann et al. (2007); Baxter-Tomkins

and Wallace (2009)

#6: Proposing innovative conceptual,

theoretical, and analytical frameworks

and assessing new strategies to help

nonprofits identify, recruit, and train

volunteers based on online service

provision formats

Cluster 3—

collaborative

models

#7: Analyzing the effectiveness of digital

volunteer training formats and distance

service provision’s impacts

Cluster 1—

technology

#8: Investigating the effects of social media

comments, likes, or reviews of past

volunteering experiences on volunteer

attraction and engagement, using a data-

driven approach

Cluster 1—

technology

Technology Mitigating

technological

gaps

#9: Identifying best practices for

establishing partnerships to obtain unused

equipment from companies and the public

sector

Bell et al. (2015); Chege et al. (2020);

Martı́nez (2003); (Curtis et al., 2010)

Cluster 3—

collaborative

models #10: Identifying opportunities and risks

associated with interorganizational

networks in which collaborative strategies

based on technology are explored to

promote nonprofits’ resilience

#11: Validating the theory of acceptance

and use of technology for nonprofits in

crisis contexts
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on investment in technology. Companies and the public

sector could become partners to mitigate these gaps

because the latter must periodically renew their techno-

logical hardware to ensure they remain up-to-date, given

the impact this has on performance (Chege et al., 2020).

In addition, universities can also be key players, helping

nonprofits train their employees and volunteers to use

computer hardware and skillfully provide services in vir-

tual modes. Further research is needed to explore suc-

cessful and best practices in establishing partnerships for

nonprofits’ reuse of this equipment, examining strategies

and interorganizational networks in the nonprofit sector to

identify opportunities (Bell et al., 2015) and prevent risks

(Martı́nez, 2003; Santos & Laureano, 2021). Exploring

collaborative strategies in technology or other areas can

also contribute to promoting these organizations’

resilience.

In the long term, academic research could contribute to

identifying the lessons learned from this pandemic crisis.

The World Health Organization (WHO, 2021) has already

warned that pandemic crises could become a part of future

reality. Thus, the research directions identified by the

present in-depth analysis of the literature could increase

nonprofits’ preparedness for similar future crises. These

long-term topics are summarized in Table 5, which con-

nects the topics to the clusters and also to the nonprofit

areas and challenges.

Nonprofits have adopted different strategies to fight

constraints arising from this pandemic crisis, for instance,

eliminating services, delaying capital expenditures and

routine maintenance, or freezing discretionary spending

(Deitrick et al., 2020; Maher et al., 2020). Assessments are

needed of these decisions’ impacts up to the present.

Researchers should further explore how appropriate deci-

sions are from an organizational sustainability point of

view. Other relevant questions are how they have impacted

subsequent performance during the pandemic crisis and

what strategies have been successful and in which fields of

activity.

The strategies adopted or rejected by nonprofits have

necessarily had a positive or negative impact on the pop-

ulations they serve. Support provided to beneficiaries,

awareness campaigns, and charity appeals, among other

activities, were cancelled by various nonprofits due to their

inability to provide adequate services (Wilke et al., 2020b).

Future studies need to identify and measure these actions’

consequences for nonprofits and their beneficiaries (e.g., H.

Zhang, 2020) to help these organizations pay attention to

and assist the most seriously affected target populations.

Finally, researchers can help these organizations to

contribute in more positive ways during future crises’ pre-

disaster mitigation and preparedness phase (Medel et al.,

2020). Scholars should thus contribute to the design and

implementation of preventive plans in order to minimize

negative consequences. This research could provide sig-

nificant advances in risk management theory.

Discussion

The present study’s results include five main clusters of

themes in the literature focused on nonprofit management

during the COVID-19 pandemic, which also highlight the

topics that still need to be addressed. The articles reviewed

were written by academic researchers, who are heavily

concentrated in Chinese and US contexts. The pandemic’s

earliest cases were reported in China, so the virus’s effects

were felt first in that country. The USA was also one of the

most strongly affected nations because it had the most

recorded COVID-19 deaths of any country worldwide

(WHO, 2021). Thus, studies of US realities can be

expected to deal with public health and socioeconomic

crises.

Table 5 Nonprofits’ challenges and long-term future research on nonprofit management

Related cluster Nonprofit

area

Nonprofits’

challenge

Future research topic References

Cluster 3–

collaborative

models

Emergency

strategies

Running activities

during a pandemic

crisis

#1: Investigating the strength and weaknesses of nonprofits’

strategies during the COVID-19 pandemic: How appropriate

were those strategies from an organizational sustainability

point of view?

Finchum-Mason et al.

(2020)

Cluster 5–civil

society

participation

#2: Which strategies were successful and in which fields of

activity?

Cluster 2–

citizens

Beneficiaries Supporting

beneficiaries as

much as possible

#3: Investigating the consequences for beneficiaries when

nonprofits stop providing assistance

Medel et al. (2020);

Pitts (2020); H.

Zhang (2020)Cluster 4–

healthcare

access

#4: Identifying the best practices and preventive plans to apply

in future pandemic crises that can minimize the negative

consequences for beneficiaries
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This concentration of studies in the northern hemi-

sphere, with fewer researchers addressing southern regions’

realities, is also visible in the data on authorship affiliation.

Overall, quite sparse research was found for the southern

hemisphere, in which many developing countries are

located, implying that COVID-19’s impact on these

nations’ realities is being neglected due to academics’

reduced contributions in those areas. Appeals have previ-

ously been made to increase the interoperability of research

data repositories, and synergies among research commu-

nities would generate more equilibrium between the num-

ber of studies in the two hemispheres, thereby diminishing

the gap between north and south (Hassan et al., 2019).

The current global situation includes the virus’s spread

and economies subjected to sudden stops, so academics

have joined the efforts to accelerate the gathering of valid

empirical knowledge on their societies’ behalf. Research

focused on the nonprofit sector has resulted in a significant

number of articles published with multiple authorship by

research teams. Various publishers have also clearly played

a crucial role in making COVID-19-related research open

access since the present results show that a large majority

of articles are available free of charge. Journals have pre-

sented special issues of COVID-19-related contributions,

which has also provided a public stage for discoveries in

the nonprofit area.

Journal editors’ communications advise authors to

expect delays in the reviewing process and allow extra time

for authors to submit revised versions of articles or

reviewers to conclude the reviewing process. These special

measures reflect how researchers have been directly

affected by the pandemic, sometimes having to stop their

scholarly activities for health reasons. Academics have also

had to invest significant time in reinventing materials to

teach online classes (Bryson & Andres, 2020). In addition,

inquiry- and interview-based research may have been

interrupted due to fewer available nonprofit professionals

or potential participants’ lacking the skills needed to use

the relevant digital tools.

Themes Highlighted

The five clusters identified (i.e., technology, citizens, col-

laborative models, healthcare access, and civil society par-

ticipation) reveal an initial focus during the COVID-19

pandemic’s first year on examining not only nonprofits’

challenges but also the populations they serve. A particular

emphasis was put on the effects of interruptions in assistance

usually provided by nonprofits dedicated to children, ado-

lescents, and their families (Lučić et al., 2020; Nisanci et al.,

2020). Researchers found evidence that nonprofits are

struggling to provide appropriate support to vulnerable

population groups, namely refugees or children with

developmental difficulties and their families. These indi-

viduals currently need help more than ever in terms of psy-

chosocial support, distance learning equipment, or

assistance with cohabitation issues (Rossitto, 2020; Wilke

et al., 2020a, b).

To respond to this demand, nonprofits should be

encouraged to adopt value-creating strategies focused on

achieving cooperative advantages instead of competitive

advantages (Strand & Freeman, 2015). The present study

shows evidence of success stories in which organizations

from different sectors (i.e., nonprofits, governments, and

companies) worked together to overcome constraints (e.g.,

Maserat et al., 2020; Tierney & Boodoosingh, 2020). These

studies offer lessons to nonprofits regarding how side-by-

side cooperation with other organizations in partnerships

can facilitate service provision (Berry, 2020).

The technological gaps associated with the pandemic are

often felt by companies but even more strongly by non-

profits, who lack the resources to invest in hardware, soft-

ware, high-speed Internet connections, cloud computing, or

improvements in their professionals’ technology skills.

Some authors see technology as the key to survival in times

when people cannot meet face-to-face (e.g., Castka et al.,

2020), while other case studies found that digital portals

strengthen the collaboration between nonprofit organiza-

tions and the remaining sectors (Maserat et al., 2020).

However, nonprofits often struggle to meet financial com-

mitments and find the resources to provide services (Maher

et al., 2020), and the resulting technology gaps make pro-

viding online services difficult, forcing some nonprofits to

close their facilities and disrupt assistance to beneficiaries.

When no strategies are implemented to overcome these

constraints, nonprofits cannot benefit from cyber-based

strategies that can strengthen key principles of membership

and participation. These strategies help foster communi-

cation between and among members, volunteers, support-

ers, and service recipients and establish forums for

multidirectional communication and interpersonal interac-

tion (Brainard & Siplon, 2004). The Internet can save time

and money in various management areas, providing bene-

fits to nonprofit managers especially in administration,

procurement, human resource management, logistics,

training, volunteer recruitment, and fundraising (Lee et al.,

2001). The COVID-19 pandemic also showed that non-

profits can provide online support (e.g., telemedicine) to

reach populations that sometimes do not receive assistance

due to distance. This digital transformation’s lessons can be

applied in the future to ensure that nobody is left behind.

In the literature reviewed, academics investigated civil

society’s role, finding evidence of the positive impact of

citizen networks’ mobilization to help public administra-

tors meet challenges (Ding & Riccucci, 2020). In contrast,

other researchers explored how traditional societies’ values
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still negatively affect families, especially given the

restrictive policies implemented during the pandemic,

thereby requiring nonprofits to respond adequately

(Finchum-Mason et al., 2020). The articles reviewed for

the present study also examine these organizations’ part in

supporting governments’ efforts to ensure services are in

accordance with public health guidelines, which the gen-

eral population sometimes tends to ignore (Campos-Mer-

cade et al., 2020).

Implications for Practice, Policy, and Theory

Researchers have accumulated additional knowledge over

the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic that should help

nonprofit practitioners and communities to pay closer

attention to the most critical emerging issues and facilitate

improvements in crisis management strategies. Using these

scholars’ contributions to theories of technological adop-

tion, the nonprofit, public, and business sectors can follow

best practices in this area to deal with challenges arising

from the pandemic. Models based on the theory of

acceptance and use of technology (Venkatesh, 2015) can

expedite this process as nonprofits must revise their cul-

tural values and communication practices to ensure that

they encourage the use of information and communications

technologies (Ihm & Kim, 2021).

The literature also shows that nonprofits are struggling

to attract and maintain material and human resources, so

these organizations can exploit all the digital era’s advan-

tages to improve fundraising. That is, nonprofits can dis-

close additional information in their online spaces

regarding their activities to build more trust in their rela-

tionships with stakeholders and thus increase online and

offline donations (Zhou & Ye, 2021). Contingency theory

suggests that the way nonprofits respond to these techno-

logical challenges depends on these organizations’ internal

structure and strategies and the external environments in

which nonprofits act (Bradshaw, 2009). Given the northern

versus southern hemisphere divergences highlighted by the

present study, nonprofit organizations may face different

adaptation challenges according to their home and/or host

country’s political and socioeconomic realities.

When nonprofits seek to strengthen their ability to deal

with crises, the literature reviewed underlines the advan-

tages generated by leaders with effective interorganiza-

tional collaborative skills. Engaging in isolationist and

competitive behaviors and strategies in the current pan-

demic context produces inadequate results. Cooperative

strategies can also strengthen policymakers’ role in vacci-

nation programs since governments can actively engage

with nonprofits whose proximity with vulnerable popula-

tions can promote the programs’ success. Nonprofits can

contribute by clarifying details and boosting their

beneficiaries’ confidence in the vaccine as these organiza-

tions’ influence proved to be quite substantial in the

adoption of nonpharmaceutical procedures (e.g., use of

facemasks) (Galiatsatos et al., 2020).

Cooperative strategies can also be implemented to deal

with increased domestic violence, providing support to

nonprofits that were forced to abandon awareness cam-

paigns seeking to increase reports of abuse or to eliminate

harmful behaviors—a reality highlighted by the present

literature review. In addition, assistance to and inclusion of

migrants and/or refugees have been neglected during the

pandemic. The population groups shown to be left behind

can benefit from collaborations between nonprofit organi-

zations and local governments. Researchers have found

evidence that nonprofits play a prominent role in efforts to

support immigrants by overcoming linguistic barriers that

can prevent the effective dissemination of public policies

(Wilson, 2013).

Finally, nonprofits need assistance to return programs to

their full capacity that were partially abandoned during the

COVID-19 pandemic due to volunteers’ absence or

decreased donations. Public funding lines should be made

specifically available to the nonprofit sector. Smaller non-

profits are especially vulnerable because their Web-based

accountability practices are not yet well developed due to

their stakeholders’ number and power, as suggested by

stakeholder theory (Dainelli et al., 2013).

From a theoretical perspective, the present results show

that studies of nonprofit management during the COVID-

19 pandemic are still scarce, constituting only a part of the

entire research on this crisis. Despite academic journals’

efforts to make articles accessible free of charge, editors

and publishers need to implement more strategies to

increase the submission of papers and reviewers’ avail-

ability in order to ensure more articles are published,

especially by journals dedicated to nonprofit topics, and in

different geographies, other than the USA and China. The

five clusters identified in the relevant literature comprise

active lines of research, offering academics an overview of

the areas in which scholars are seeking to provide evidence

based on empirical research.

Conclusion

The COVID-19 pandemic has inspired unprecedented levels

of research worldwide. The present findings unveil the

themes addressed in academic articles on nonprofit man-

agement topics in response to this crisis, underlining the

importance of research for this sector. The review generated

a comprehensive map of academics’ contributions thus far

regarding nonprofit management during the pandemic.

High-quality peer-reviewed articles were selected to identify
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clusters in this field’s literature. Using text mining and

visualization tools, the findings reveal that researchers

focused on five themes during the first year: technology,

citizens, collaborative models, healthcare access, and civil

society participation. The results thus provide a theoretical

synthesis of research trends, which were subjected to inte-

grated analysis focused on how they are linked to the ongoing

global crisis’s realities. This knowledge can help nonprofits

develop strategies to engage in this crisis and be better pre-

paredness to future pandemics.

In addition, various inactive areas emerged from the

data—research gaps that point to future directions for

research based on the challenges practitioners currently

faced due to the ongoing pandemic. Critical analysis also

highlighted short- and long-term research topics that

require more attention. The findings indicate different

directions that could advance knowledge about manage-

ment theory and practices to provide nonprofits with tools

to face the enormous challenges presented by pandemics,

thereby contributing to societies’ ongoing well-being.

Investigations into the identified areas will require varied

competencies, thus emphasizing the need for research by

multidisciplinary teams.

Limitations

As with any research, this study was subject to limitations.

The data selection process restricted the articles reviewed

to peer-reviewed publications included in the Web of

Science and Scopus databases. The decision to limit the

sample was taken because of the large number of studies

covered by these databases and peer reviews’ positive

effect on studies’ quality. However, these choices could be

considered limitations by scholars who favor alternative

databases or the inclusion of non-peer-reviewed

publications.

The automated analysis method applied in this study

also produced results in a shorter time so that the findings

could still address the urgent need to respond appropriately

to this pandemic crisis. Other researchers, nonetheless,

prefer traditional systematic literature review techniques

based on a manual analysis of each article. These limita-

tions and the future avenues of research identified may

inspire scholars to keep investigating the COVID-19 pan-

demic’s challenges and impacts on nonprofits in order to

improve their management and promote the achievement

of their social goals.
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