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Background

Risk Alternatives – Improving resilience 
in the nonprofit sector, one nonprofit at 
a time

Ted Bilich – CEO



Learning Objectives
Is there going to be a recession?
Preparing for the possibilities
Pick our brains



Common Vocabulary
 Risk = Uncertainty

 Threats = Negative Uncertainties

 Opportunities = Positive Uncertainties

 Risk Management = Process for regularly identifying risks, prioritizing 
them, and dealing with them, and doing that over and over again.

 Recession = “A period of temporary economic decline during which trade 
and industrial activity are reduced, generally identified by a fall in GDP in 
two successive quarters.”



What’s NOT in this presentation, but 
critical in your nonprofit’s daily activities:

Risk Management Process



Objective One – Is Recession Near?



Fact #1 – Long time, no recession…

This is the longest period in recorded US 
history without a recession.



Fact #2 – Economists are worried…
 “Reliable Recession Indicator Blinking Yellow” 

(Forbes, June 10, 2019)

 “Recession ahead? A reliable warning light is 
blinking yes” (San Francisco Chronicle, June 1, 2019)

 “What to expect when you’re expecting 
recession” (The Hill, June 12, 2019)

 “Global Recession: Here are clues it could be 
closer than you think” (Economic Times, June 10, 2019)

 “Economists’ fears of a 2020 recession in the US 
surge” (CNN, June 2, 2019)

 “A Majority of Economists Think There Will Be a 
Recession Before the 2020 Election” (Fortune, June 4, 2019)

 “Is a Recession Coming in 2019? Economists Say 
the Data Has ‘Distinct Whiff’ of Economic 
Slowdown” (Newsweek, May 28, 2019)



Reasons for Worry
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Fact #3 – Nonprofit experts are worried…
“[O]ur program officers share that many nonprofits are 
currently planning for continued, and in some cases, rapid 
programmatic growth in order to meet the tremendous needs 
our communities are facing. Based on the Foundation’s 
perspective and experience, I sincerely hope organizations 
engaged in such growth plans are also considering the 
importance of scenario planning for the economic 
downturns that inevitably come.” Joanna Jackson, VP, Grant 
Operations, Weingart Foundation. 

“We’re long overdue for a recession to hit. And when it 
does, it will be very painful.” Tim Delaney, head of the 
National Council of Nonprofits.



Fact #4 – Recessions are tough on 
nonprofits generally….



Caution Flag

Giving USA 2019 Report shows decline in annual individual giving:

“The good news is that last year saw the second-highest amount in nominal 
dollars ever donated by individuals. The not-so-good news is that 2018 was 
second behind 2017, which means that giving in nominal dollars declined this 
past year for the first year since the Great Recession.” Ruth McCambridge, 
Giving USA 2019: Most Nonprofits Will Need to Work Harder for Their Money, 
NPQ (June 18, 2019).

[Read Ruth’s article, since she notes that “it’s complicated.”]



Fact #5 – Indeed, recessions don’t “help” 
nonprofits much at all…

 Recessions Create Uncertainty

 Reduced Private Giving Has a Hangover
The Great Recession of 2008-2009 reduced total private charitable giving in the US by 7% in 2008 and another 6.2% in 2009. 
Although charitable giving increased in 2010 and 2011 (by 1.3% and 0.9%, respectively), giving in 2011 remained below giving 
in 2007. (“Charitable Giving and the Great Recession,” October 2012)

 More Nonprofit Deficits
An analysis of the prior recession (2001) showed that the number of nonprofits suffering deficits grew by 20% in 2001 and had
not returned to 2000 levels by 2005. In 2001, more than 40% of nonprofits reported a deficit. (Clara Miller, Nonprofit Finance Fund, Dec. 20, 2008)

 Doing More – Without a Safety Net 
“From 2001 to 2003, nonprofit expenses grew at a faster pace than revenue, suggesting nonprofits were providing more 
services than they could afford in response to increased needs.” (Id.)

 Slow Reaction Times
“It was not until 2004 that expense growth rates among the nonprofits reflected a full adjustment to the lower revenue growth
rates, coming down to a level that could be supported by lower revenue.” (Id.)



Example – Social Services Organization

Economic downturn leads 
to increased demand for 
services

Decreased discretionary 
income leads to reduced 
charitable donations Trouble



Example – Arts Organization

Decreased discretionary 
income leads to reduced 
earned income

Decreased discretionary 
income leads to reduced 
charitable donations Trouble



Caveat



Objective Two - What To Do Now?
Look back
Perform scenario planning
Perform a risk inventory
Budget more cautiously
Consider your credit
Pilots, instead of big bets
Be alert for combinations



Perform Archeology (2007-2011)



Scenario Planning

“What if our revenues fell by 10 percent next year and 
didn’t recover to 2019 levels until 2024?”





Risk Inventory
What it is:

Structured brainstorming of 
every functional area of your 
nonprofit, looking for threats 
(downside risks) and 
opportunities (upside risks).

How to do it:

Use our guide, available at 
riskalts.com/free-materials/



Budget More Cautiously
Build reserves

A commonly used reserve goal is 3-6 months' 
expenses. At the high end, reserves should not 
exceed the amount of two years' budget. At the 
low end, reserves should be enough to cover at 
least one full payroll. (GrantSpace.org)

Pilot new projects, 
instead of putting all 
your chips in at once

Hire carefully



Consider Your Credit



Look for Combinations



Discussion / Questions / Pick Our Brains

Ted Bilich – CEO, Risk Alternatives

Jeanne Bell – Director, NPQ’s 
Advancing Practice Program



Connect With Us

Email: tedbilich@riskalts.com

Website: riskalts.com

Phone: 703.652.5659


