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ABSTRACT 
This article explores the impacts of COVID-19 on nonprofit employees and human resource management (HRM). The
pandemic is wreaking havoc on people’s health and well-being and threatening the primary institutions that support the
functioning of society. For nonprofits, COVID-19 is a call to action at many levels. As the devasting impacts of the pandemic
evolve, nonprofits have continued to provide essential services and help the vulnerable. At the same time, the impacts
of COVID-19 portend serious and potentially crippling strains on nonprofits, which are already overstretched. Since the
context in which nonprofits operate is critical to their effectiveness and the outcomes of their employment relations, the
impacts of COVID-19 could shape nonprofit HRM and employees’ ability to assist people.

RÉSUMÉ 
Cet article explore les perspectives de COVID-19 pour les employés à but non lucratif et la gestion des ressources
humaines. L’ampleur de la pandémie fait des ravages sur la santé et le bien-être des personnes et menace les principales
institutions qui soutiennent le fonctionnement de la société. Pour les associations, COVID-19 est un appel à l’action à
plusieurs niveaux. Alors que les effets dévastateurs de la pandémie évoluent, les organismes sans but lucratif ont continué
de fournir des services essentiels et d’aider les personnes vulnérables de la communauté. Dans le même temps, les
impacts de COVID-19 présagent des tensions graves et potentiellement paralysantes sur les organisations à but non
lucratif déjà surchargées. Étant donné que l’environnement est essentiel à l’efficacité des organisations à but non lucratif
et à leurs relations d’emploi, les impacts de COVID-19 pourraient façonner la GRH à but non lucratif et la capacité d’aider
les communautés, les personnes et leur organisation.

Keywords / Mots clés COVID-19; Nonprofit HRM; Nonprofit Employees; Nonprofit Change / COVID-19; GRH à but
non lucratif; Employés à but non lucratif; Changement à but non lucratif

INTRODUCTION
Nonprofits play a critical role in helping the community to mitigate and solve problems at different levels and dimensions
(Miller-Stevens, Taylor, & Morris, 2015; Smith & Phillips, 2016). Even after the problem-solving process is in full swing,
nonprofits are adept at pivoting to help the community adapt to change. The COVID-19 pandemic is without a doubt a
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problem of unimaginable scale that requires nonprofits to deploy their core competencies and capabilities to assist the
community. The way nonprofits manage their human resources (HR) is critical to achieving this objective.

This article explores the impacts of COVID-19 on nonprofit employees and human resource management (HRM). It links
current reports on the pandemic to research in order to address two overarching questions: What are the major impacts
of COVID-19 on nonprofit employees? How would the impacts influence the direction of nonprofit human resource man-
agement (NHRM)? It is important for nonprofit practitioners and researchers to understand these impacts in order to ad-
dress emergent and heightened HR challenges affecting the sector. 

NONPROFIT EMPLOYEES, HRM, AND COVID-19 
The impacts of COVID-19 on nonprofit employees and HRM straddle individual, team, and organizational levels of analy-
sis; therefore, this discussion is categorized into those same three levels of analysis. It is important to note, however,
that the impacts overlap and combine to shape NHRM in the short and long term.  

Organizational-level impacts
Layoffs and human resource pool 
COVID-19 has resulted in significant layoffs in nonprofits. According to projections by Imagine Canada (2020), nonprofits
could lose more than 117,000 employees and $9.5 billion in revenue as a result of the COVID-19-related social distancing
and economic downtown. Even worse, the layoff and loss projections could increase to 194,000 employees and $15.6
billion over six months. Reports in the US have similarly highlighted layoffs as one of the major impacts of the pandemic
(Bell & Dell, 2020).

The layoffs are a critical drain on the HR pool and will create holes in the human capital of nonprofits. Even if nonprofits
do eventually recover the lost employees, the layoffs will have a long-lasting impact on their core competencies (Lee
& Wilkins, 2011). Although many nonprofits are adept at navigating occasional layoffs, due mainly to precarious funding,
the scale and speed of the COVID-19-related layoffs will hamper their ability to maintain institutional knowledge and
attract and retain employees (Castaneda, Garen & Thornton, 2008; Selden & Sowa, 2015). The new competencies
that nonprofits are developing from the experience of COVID-19 could be lost due to the layoffs that result from the
pandemic.

Remote work
Telecommuting, including for service delivery, has been one of the most transformational workplace shifts attributed to
COVID-19. While an increasing number of nonprofit employees were working remotely prior to COVID-19 (Nonprofit HR,
2016), the pandemic has forced a record increase in remote work. Nonprofits are poised to benefit from offering a flexible
work schedule and the opportunity to attract employees who value work-life balance (Christie, 2020). However, nonprofits
will need to develop HR practices to address issues related to remote work, such as mental health concerns due to the
isolation, the impacts on team dynamics, and the legal considerations related to interactions between clients and em-
ployees who work from home.  

Health and safety 
The number of COVID-19 cases and deaths in nursing and long-term care homes, many of which are nonprofits, have
elevated concerns about employee health and safety in Canada and the US (Honan, Brody, & Calfas, 2020; Weeks,
Mahoney, Stone, & Ha, 2020). Nonprofit frontline employees have also raised concerns about protective equipment and
psychological safety in the workplace. These point to the potential COVID-19 has to place a new focus on health and
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safety in nonprofits. Although research has highlighted concerns about nonprofit employee well-being due to employment
conditions (Baluch, 2017), there is a lack of emphasis on and gap in the understanding of health and safety in nonprofits.
COVID-19 has signified the need to prioritize health and safety, including emotional health, and commit resources to it.

HR scenario planning
The pandemic has revealed the glaring need for NHRM scenario planning in a crisis. While most nonprofits have expe-
rienced limitations with respect to service delivery and program cancellation as well as major fundraising challenges as
a result of COVID-19 (Catchafire Team, 2020), the inability to continue social justice-oriented programs has highlighted
a missed opportunity to deploy employees during the pandemic. For example, a talent exchange program could help
nonprofits to share employees between organizations experiencing increased demand with those experiencing less de-
mand (Christie, 2020). The HR scenario plan could address questions regarding which programs to prioritize, the com-
petencies required to deliver the programs, the required resources, and how to support the employees during a pandemic.
The plan could help nonprofits to manage the transition to online service delivery and restart in-person service delivery
after the pandemic.  

Employee-level impacts
Each of the impacts of COVID-19 on NHRM at the organizational level directly affects employees. For example, layoffs
are occurring at a time when there is an increase in demand for the services of nonprofits. These have implications for
workload, precarious work security, and the job satisfaction of employees after the pandemic (Cunningham & James,
2017; Howe & McDonald, 2001). In addition to the organizational-level impacts, it is important to highlight two effects of
COVID-19 on employees and how they could impact NHRM.

Employee voice
The need to make urgent decisions in response to COVID-19 means that nonprofit leaders are not seeking inputs and
engaging employees, even on decisions that affect them (Levine, 2020).  Although research suggests that nonprofit em-
ployees are engaged and participate in the decision-making process (Akingbola & van den Berg, 2017), the pandemic
has shown that employees feel disempowered and lack information about issues that impact them. This disengagement
means that employees are reluctant to raise issues, even when they have legitimate concerns about the workplace, in-
cluding safety (Villarreal, 2020). Employee voice is critical not only during COVID-19 but also in the long-term recovery
of an organization’s community problem-solving role. The lack of employee voice during the pandemic will impact em-
ployee relations in nonprofits long after the pandemic. 

Hazard pay
COVID-19 has raised questions about hazards in nonprofit organizations. Although nonprofit employees provide essential
services, the pay is low and they are known to have intrinsic motivation (Atkinson & Lucas, 2013; Borzaga & Tortia, 2006).
Advocacy for hazard pay has resulted in governments and employers in Canada and the US providing it for some nonprofit
employees delivering essential services. Thus, the impacts of COVID-19 have drawn attention to potential rationale for
hazard pay in nonprofits, such as harassment, violence, and the high level of stress on the job (Baines, 2010). Questions
about hazard pay will likely be one of the emergent issues in NHRM after the pandemic.

Team-level impacts
Collaboration
COVID-19 has had team-level impacts on nonprofit employees, including their ability to collaborate. Nonprofit employees
typically have more opportunities to participate in decision-making through teams and work on committees (Kalleberg,
Marden, Reynolds, & Knoke, 2006). With many employees working remotely due to the lockdown, COVID-19 is redefining
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the nature of collaboration among nonprofit employees. For many nonprofits and their employees, this will require new
learning in order to optimize the use of technology. The lack of preparation in this regard is a challenge to collaboration
among team members. Moreover, due to the interpersonal nature of the services offered by nonprofits and the charac-
teristics of their employees, there are concerns about the impacts of limited collaboration on the emotional health of the
team (Cooks, Aisen, Oberman, Levine, & Katler, 2020). NHRM must therefore pay attention to the challenges of remote
work when it comes to team collaboration. This would include equipping employees with the knowledge and skills required
to work in an effective team environment that is facilitated by technology.

CONCLUSION 
The discussion of the impacts of COVID-19 on nonprofit employees provides an overview of the ways the pandemic
could shape NHRM. While some of the impacts, such as remote work, hazard pay, and health and safety concerns, are
new issues facing NHRM in both the short and long term, the layoffs and lack of employee voice will renew focus on the
impacts of these implications for nonprofit management and in research. Nonprofit leadership and funders must under-
stand and implement strategies to address these major NHRM issues.  
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