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Executive Summary

Overview

Planning for post-disaster recovery is often assumed to be a matter of governmental action based on the
assumption that governments are better positioned to provide recovery aid and act in the interest of the public
good. However, research on recovery planning has shown that vertical and generally inflexible governmental
structures are not always capable of meeting dynamic recovery needs. For catastrophic events, they may also lack
adequate capacity to do so single-handedly.

Nonprofits have recently stepped into this breach and become prominent stakeholders in community-level
disaster recovery. With their more horizontal and adaptive structures, nonprofits are better able to facilitate
dynamic information flows, fill in critical service delivery gaps left by governmental structures, and mediate the
connection between government and residents in recovery planning efforts. Despite their significance to recovery,
however, we still lack evidence-based research on how nonprofits navigate multiple simultaneous (i.e.,
concurrent) or consecutive (i.e., one after the other) disaster events, which may have a compounded effect on
their capacity to perform recovery functions or interact with other stakeholders such as governmental agencies
and residents.
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Research Questions

As described in the literature review, nonprofit partners are essential in times of disasters, we continue to lack
critical insights into the actions of nonprofit organizations during the post-disaster response and recovery process.
Specifically, there is limited research on several questions:

1. How do the challenges brought about by (or made worse by) the prior extreme weather and geohazard
events or the recovery process compound the effect of a public health disaster (or vice versa) on nonprofits?

2. How do nonprofits resolve competing priorities when extreme weather and/or geohazard events or the
recovery process occur simultaneously with a public health disaster?

3. How does nonprofits’ public health disaster experience help their abilities to serve their target populations as
they prepare for, respond to, and recover from other hazard events (or vice versa)?

The first question highlights the compound effects of interacting disaster events on nonprofits in Puerto Rico.
While answering the second question, we specifically look at the adaptive response of nonprofits, namely how
they have prioritized their mission and goals (and, therefore, their involvement in different disasters),
programs/activities, target audience, and staffing when faced with the 2017 Hurricanes Irma and Maria, the 2020
southwest Puerto Rico earthquake sequence, and the COVID-19 pandemic. The third question helps us understand
how nonprofits in Puerto Rico can capitalize on their COVID-19 experience for extreme weather and geohazard
events (or vice versa). It also provides insights on nonprofit capacities, strategies (e.g., networking, resource
sharing) or staff skills that may be transferable from one disaster type to another.

Study Site

A rising number of nonprofit organizations are building partnerships with the government in recovery efforts and
disaster risk management programs (Luna, 2013 ). In Puerto Rico, the two main plans put together by the
Governor’s office (RAND Corporation, 2018 ) and Vivienda, the local Housing Authority (Puerto Rico Housing
Authority, 2020 ), detail the nonprofit sector’s role in post-disaster recovery. They also mention that much of the
estimated funding that will come to the island, $94 billion, could be managed by nonprofits. Further details on
nonprofit involvement in recovery from Hurricane Maria can be found in García & Chandrasekhar (2020) and
Chandrasekhar et al, 2021).

However, most nonprofit organizations on the island face capacity-related challenges, including heavy reliance on
membership dues as the primary source of funding, having a small staff, relying on volunteer work, and having
staff or volunteers with insufficient skills for the scale and nature of the work needed (García, 2020; Streeten,
1997). While some of these challenges (e.g., funding) are like challenges faced by nonprofits in other contexts
(García, 2020), other challenges may be unique to the Puerto Rican context. Previous research (García, 2020), for
instance, has demonstrated that nonprofit staff in Puerto Rico developed post-traumatic stress disorder after the



database of registered nonprofits in Puerto Rico compiled by the Nonprofit Evaluation & Resource Center Inc.; (2)
an Internal Revenue Service. Form 990 dataset compiled by the National Center of Charitable Statistics; (3) a list of
organizations that have attended the Center for Puerto Rican Studies conferences; and; (4) an internet search for
nonprofit organizations and their contact information (i.e., phone numbers, email addresses, and addresses). Of
these 1,422 nonprofit organizations, we contacted the 911 organizations that had a telephone phone number
listed for the survey. Métrika, a Puerto Rico-based survey company, conducted the phone-based survey from
February 18 to June 16, 2021. The company contacted the working nonprofit numbers three times. The phone
survey was more challenging than expected, in part due to high-level nonprofit employees working at home due
to COVID-19, office assistants refusing to provide cellphone numbers of potential survey respondents, as well as
disconnected or wrong numbers.

Métrika reported that, of the 911 organizations that had a phone number listed they could call, a total of 564 were
disconnected; and 110 of those who answered the phone said that it was the wrong number. There were a total of
237 possible organizations that could have answered the survey using this method. Table 1 shows the results of
Métrika’s phone contacts. Upon conclusion of the phone survey, we contacted the nonprofits via email, inviting
them to take the survey online via Qualtrics, an online survey platform. The contacted nonprofits were those that
Métrika was not able to establish a contact with as part of the phone survey or that had email addresses but not a
phone number listed. We received a total of 96 responses using the telephone and online survey method,
resulting in a response rate of 41% (96/237).

We asked the respondents of the survey and online survey two screening questions prior to implementing the
survey. Due to the focus of the study, the first screening question confirmed that the organization has been
impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic and at least one other disaster (e.g., the earthquakes or Hurricane Maria).
The second screening question ensured that the respondent is an executive-level employee of the organization
who is knowledgeable about its operations. If not, the respondent was asked to connect the research team with
another employee in the same organization.

The survey instrument itself covered a number of topics, including: (1) organizational profile, including location,
registration status, and institutional structure (e.g. presence of a board); (2) the impact of Hurricane Maria, the
earthquakes, and COVID-19 on nonprofits, including on their funding, staff, office space, and service delivery; (3)
the impact of concurrent and consecutive disasters on nonprofits (e.g., on mission and vision, funding, and
managing staff and volunteers); (4) perceived organizational performance; (5) the impact of COVID-19 on
organizational disaster preparedness in the short and long term; and, (6) nonprofits’ post-disaster networking with
other stakeholders, including nonprofit organizations that conduct work within Puerto Rico, in mainland United
States, and internationally, as well as local, state, and federal agencies. The instrument concluded by asking
respondents if they would be willing to participate in an in-depth interview for the study or recommend others
from the same organization for an interview.

Key Informant Interviews

We conducted in-depth interviews with two groups of nonprofit representatives: (1) executive-level employees of
the organization who were in charge of decision-making processes (e.g., Executive Director, Vice-President, Chief
Operations Officer); and (2) frontline workers who were knowledgeable about the ground operations. To date, we
have interviewed 18 nonprofit representatives. The interviewees had either taken the survey or were
recommended by survey respondents. Our interviews started in March 2021 and are still ongoing. Our goal is to
complete a total of 30–40 interviews, depending on theoretical saturation.

The interviews have a semi-structured format with open-ended questions. They are conducted in Spanish either
via face-to-face, Zoom or the phone, depending on the respondent’s preference. The interview instrument covers
the following topics: the organizational profile (e.g., mission) and involvement in different disasters; the impact of
the concurrent COVID-19 pandemic and earthquake sequence on the organization and its operations; how the





The following sections describe our survey and interview findings related to our three central research questions,
namely, how nonprofits have been affected by these concurrent and consecutive disasters; how they resolve
competing priorities in the face of these events, i.e., their capacity for adaptive response; and whether their past
and current experiences have resulted in greater awareness and institutional learning regarding disaster
preparedness.

Results

Respondent Profile

Survey respondents were found to be representative of Puerto Rican nonprofits in terms of sectors of service.
There are 25 National Taxonomy of Exempt Entities (NTEE) sector nonprofits present on the island, and our survey
was representative in 17 of those, with slight overrepresentation in three, and underrepresentation in five (see
Table 2). Survey respondents indicated that they had an average of 43 full-time employees, 16 part-time
employees and 63 volunteers, indicating that most nonprofit organizations were medium-sized.

Interview respondents were mostly in executive positions within the organization, although about 20% also
worked in the field as a regular part of their job. The median age range of interviewees was 45–54 years, about
77% were female and 57% had worked for the agency for over 10 years. All interviewees were of mixed race and
Hispanic. A total of 10 out of the 17 nonprofits carried health-sector NTEE classification (see Table 3).

Impacts of Concurrent Disasters on Nonprofit Organizations

The majority of our survey respondents reported having provided services during Hurricane Maria (99%), the 2020
earthquakes (64%), and COVID-19 (93%). Given that only 14% of our survey sample were officially classified as
health sector organizations per NTEE, this implies that more nonprofits are involved in responding to public health
disasters than just health sector organizations.

Initial hints of adverse disaster impact on nonprofits emerged during our survey data collection. The project team
had conducted a similar telephone survey of the same nonprofits in 2018 and garnered double the number of
responses. This indicated that nonprofit capacity, including capacity to participate in research, may have been
greatly affected by the concurrent disaster events in Puerto Rico. Our current survey results support this finding.
In terms of impact on the organization, most survey respondents reported high impacts from the 2017 Hurricanes
and COVID-19 (x̄ = 8.12 and 8.23 respectively, on a scale of 1–10) and moderate impact from the 2020 earthquakes
(x̄ = 5.36) which could be attributed to the fact that the latter were concentrated in the southwestern region only.
In terms of challenges posed to the organization (Table 4), the 2017 hurricanes affected the respondents more,
with mean results ranging from 5.60 (office space) to 7.93 (funding) with COVID-19 coming a closer second with
mean results ranging from 5.50 (access to information) to 7.79 (service delivery). Earthquakes appeared to pose
the least significant challenges with mean results ranging from 3.69 (office space) to 5.54 (bureaucratic hurdles).

While nonprofit organizations reported experiencing different challenges depending on the disaster event, red-
tape and funding emerged as consistent challenges across all disaster events. Respondents identified funding,
service delivery and bureaucratic hurdles as top concerns post-hurricane (x̄ = 7.93, 7.66 and 7.24, respectively);
bureaucratic hurdles, funding, and access to government assistance as top concerns post-earthquake (x̄ = 5.54,
5.43 and 5.07, respectively); and service delivery (x̄ = 7.49, 7.07 and 7.06, respectively), bureaucratic hurdles, and
staff and volunteers as top concerns during COVID-19.

In terms of impacts due concurrent disasters, respondents generally agreed that facing multiple events had had a
significant negative impact on the organization (avg. level of agreement being 7.87 on a scale of 1–10), their
employees and volunteers (8.12), and service provision (7.96). In terms of effects of one disaster event affecting
service provision in subsequent events, respondents somewhat agreed that challenges caused by Hurricane Maria









provide.” At least one nonprofit worker also indicated that the experience had encouraged them to seek
connections in new places, such as other Caribbean nations, which indicates the possibility of having new sources
of aid and support for future disasters.

The survey results generally support this picture of organizational level learning due to past disaster experience.
Our survey respondents strongly agreed that previous disaster experiences had helped their organization prepare
for COVID-19 (x̄ = 8.29, rated on a scale of 1–10). The results were even stronger for the application of this
previous disaster experience to managing short-term challenges presented by COVID-19 (x̄ = 8.32) and long-term
recovery from it (x̄ = 9.03).

In terms of applying lessons from the pandemic to future disasters, here too there was evidence of organizational
learning. Our survey respondents strongly agreed that their experiences with COVID-19 would be helpful in
preparing for hurricanes and earthquakes in the future (x̄ = 9.021), to addressing short-term challenges emerging
from these events (x̄ = 8.865), and to recover from them in the long-term (x̄ = 8.594). Finally, our survey asked
organizations what aspects of their organizational lessons learned from COVID-19 would be most useful in the
future. Top-rated lessons included: services offered (88%), employee and volunteer management (83%), and
resource sharing (83%). Although still relatively high, lower-end responses included: identifying populations to
serve (77%), grant writing (74%), and advocacy efforts (74%).

Discussion of Findings

Our study paints a picture of nonprofits as being both resilient and vulnerable agents of response and recovery,
especially in the context of concurrent disasters. Nonprofits in Puerto Rico have consistently provided services to
local communities regardless of the nature of the disaster, its specific response needs, their own specific missions,
or indeed, the disaster impact to their own organization. This ability to shift focus, or pivot, to meet new emerging
needs in the community appears to be helped partly by nonprofits’ broader-than-expected conceptualization of
their own missions, and partly by the organization’s perception of its own ability to adjust to new conditions.

Yet, nonprofits are not invulnerable to the effects of concurrent and consecutive disasters. Our study shows
negative impacts on their ability to retain and manage staff, recruit volunteers, and to raise funds to continue
response and recovery operations. These issues were further complicated by public health concerns about
operating during COVID-19 (such as social distancing and masking), by the general downturn in the economy
which has limited charitable giving at the grassroots, by bureaucratic hurdles specific to Puerto Rico’s governance
system, and, to some extent, by long-term development trends within the island.

Learning from their past experiences and applying these lessons to future actions provides one way for nonprofits
to build their resilience capacity. Organizations reported having applied lessons learned from each disaster to
prepare for, respond to, and recover from the next disaster. These lessons were more impactful in the areas of
service provision and staff management than grant-writing and ways to identify populations to serve. Their past
experiences had demonstrated the need for “horizontal” decision-making, which involves shortening feedback
loops between on-ground fieldworkers and decision makers at the executive level, in the face of quick moving
disasters. They had also realized the importance of developing disaster operations plans, including plans to
upgrade infrastructure in the face of potential and extended power loss. Lastly, nonprofits in our study showed
considerable interest in networking with other organizations, both locally and abroad, to increase access to aid
and to information during recovery. The implications of these findings to recovery governance and specifically
public health practice are described next.

Conclusions

Key Findings



Our study reaffirms that nonprofits are, and will continue to be, critical agents of post-disaster response and
recovery at the community scale. As we show here, their role is even greater in the context of concurrent disasters
that could potentially overwhelm a local government’s ability to respond to the community’s disaster needs.
Nonprofits can adapt their operations to meet differing needs of different disasters, regardless of the nature of
their central mission. However, as we also show here, this comes at a cost.

Nonprofits are likely to face staff retention and mental health issues, can struggle to maintain consistent funding,
and are sometimes weighed down by local bureaucratic procedures that hinder their adaptive response capacity.
Organizational learning in terms of better planning for post-disaster operations, fostering more agile
organizational decision-making, networking, and grant-seeking offer potential ways for nonprofits to improve their
capacity to provide response and recovery services in the aftermath of a disaster.

While relevant to operations of nonprofits, these insights also offer potential ways for local disaster planners and
policymakers to help nonprofits in their capacity-building efforts. These could be done, for example, by providing
technical assistance to help nonprofits prepare disaster operations plans or write state and federal grants; by
providing information of different types and sources of grant funding available to nonprofits; and by helping to
develop networks among nonprofits as well as between nonprofits and governmental agencies through recovery
planning workshops.

Implications for Public Health Practice

This study informs public health practice at two scales. At the organization level, it points to the need for
nonprofits to have disaster operations plans in place, to address staff mental health issues by providing
counseling or other support, and to foster agility in internal decision-making by increasing frequency of contact
between fieldworkers and executives. The study also points to the value of networking and learning from past
experiences for the organization. Nonprofits may wish to build in time for organizational reflection and strategic
planning within their recovery work, and certainly before the next disaster strikes.

At the scale of public health planning and policy, this study shows that after public health disasters more
nonprofits are involved in serving than just “health” sector organizations, and not engaging with them constitutes
a lost opportunity for public health practice. More efforts should be made to reach out to all nonprofits operating
in affected areas and to build partnerships where possible. Second, given how important nonprofit capacity is to
their ability to operate, public health planners and policymakers should consider offering training (both pre- and
post-disaster) to these organizations to create disaster operations plans, to understand the landscape of
governmental grant-funding, and to assist with the intricacies of grant-writing, grant administration, and grant
reporting. By targeting these efforts in areas with generally fewer nonprofits, such as rural communities, public
health planners and policymakers could also address the issue of inequitable recovery in these communities.

Dissemination of Findings

We will share the results of the study with all participating nonprofits via email. We will also present the results at
multiple nonprofit management conferences and share them with major nonprofits both on the island and in the
diaspora, including NeighborWorks, Enterprise, Hispanic Federation, the National Low-Income Housing Coalition,
and Oxfam, among others. The team will invite all participant organizations to these presentations to make sure
they can hear the findings. The team will also video record presentations where possible and post them on
Facebook and YouTube for general viewing.

We will host a three webinars on the Planners for Puerto Rico network, each focusing on different results from the
study. The first one was already hosted on August 5, 2021 (https://youtu.be/n1lmOMK0vhc). This is a network of
over 30 individuals and more than 150 listserv subscribers involved in recovery planning both on and off the
island facilitated by principal investigator García. The network currently conducts a webinar every first Thursday of
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