
Impact of Hurricane María to 
the Civic Sector: A Profile of 

Non-Profits in Puerto Rico
Ivis Garcia, Ph.D., University of Utah
Divya Chandrasekhar, Ph.D., University of Utah



Rationale and Objectives

• Nonprofits are key actors in long-term disaster recovery 
(Quarantelli, 1983; Olshansky and Johnson, 2017)

• But do they have the capacity to provide recovery 
services?

• What affects recovery capacity of nonprofits after 
disasters?

• Feeds into capacity-building action research and action 
with the Center for Puerto Rican Studies (Hunter College, 
NY) and IdeaComun. 



Data Collection

• June 2019 random sample telephone survey conducted by 
Metrika

• 345 random sample selected from 2005-2017 database on 
registered non-profits in Puerto Rico (compiled by the Non-Profit 
Evaluation & Resource Center Inc.).

• 235 survey responses (68% response rate) 

• Screening questions: nonprofit status; access to executive 
director, vice-president or higher ranked personnel.

• Currently conducting interviews with respondents - 10 interviews 
thus far



Respondent Profile

• 99% incorporated in Puerto Rico

• 80% incorporated at federal level (criteria to receive federal funds)

• 99% have a board

• Median year of establishment: 1996

• Median number of employees: 5

• Median # of board meetings per year: 6

• 64% directly involve community members in operations 

• Based in 46 municipalities



Respondent Profile
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17%
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Disaster impact on organization

Damage to 
buildings

44%

Increased demand for services
23%

Loss of employees
7%

Loss of 
information/data

5%

Other
21%

“Other”: loss of funding, lack of information on grants, greater bureaucracy, lack of 
communication



“The hurricane affected a part of our office that was made of glass—it broke, letting water in. 
The water damaged some of our archives and information, thankfully we had some digital 
backups. In regards to how the hurricane affected employment...due to PTSD, there were 

employees that left the organization and preferred to move to the United States or simply 
abandoned the work—the burden was very heavy throughout the nation to feel apt to help 

other people...”

“Our administrative offices were damaged due to leaks and our services could not be provided
for a week. Despite not having electricity, the employees who were able to arrive at the office 

arrived and were in the street helping people in the shelters. ”

“Demand increased because now there is a greater need.”

Disaster impact on organization



Disaster impact on organization

46% of respondents changed organization mission after disaster.
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Disaster impact on organization
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Changes in Interaction with other organizations



“We worked without light, without 
water; we worked outside, we had a 
table set up outside, everything was 
very ‘old school’ using paper intake 

forms, etc. We did community 
outreach one on one, walking 

throughout the community to see what 
was going on and what was needed. 
From there we formed connections 

with other organizations to buy food 
supplies and emergency supplies for 

various communities.”

Changes in interaction with CBOs



“I would say [the disaster] increased our communication [with other 
organizations]...Various organizations have called us and asked us to help with 

projects and tasks...I would say that I communicate with organizations within my 
network almost daily.”

“Our connection and relationship with nonprofits has been strengthened [since the 
hurricane]. Before we really didn’t have any communication with other nonprofits, 

and now we are creating more connections/networks.” 

Changes in interaction with non-profits



“Services and communication with the government has been 

practically zero...What we did we did it was with private 

organizations...as far as the government we couldn’t get ahold 

of them after the hurricane. They [the government] haven’t 

shown much interest in helping us, and I don’t know about 

other organizations, but at least in our case, with our 

organization there hasn’t been much communication.”

Communication with Government



“My personal position in regard to how the government has 

handled the disaster is that they’ve obviously handled it very 

poorly... They haven’t been a government that involves 

stakeholders in making decisions of how to use the 

funds...which is essential in improving the situation, deeply, 

not just cosmetically.”

Engagement with Government



Capacity & Networking
Knowledge and use of traditional recovery funding mechanisms.
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Capacity & Networking

Primary source of news 
and information about 

recovery/funding.

News and social 
media
41%

Web search
23%

FEMA Disaster 
Recovery Center

13%

Other non-profit or 
community-based 

organizations
11%

Other
5%

Local or state agency
4%

Flyers and posters
3%



Capacity & Networking

Capacity-related needs.
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More funding



“There are a lot of things we need... greater knowledge in how to 
receive funds from the government. There are a lot of funds given to 

improve the community, community development, etc., but the 
process to get the funds is very long and requires a lot...I would also say 

that here in Puerto Rico we need more courses specialized in teaching 
‘Program Management.’ There are a lot of people here who work in 

construction or as workers who would have an interest in growing, but 
that don’t have the knowledge in program management.”

“A little of everything, right? We are in a position of growing. We need 
more resources on how to have a greater reach. Perhaps courses 

educating about different issues and then how to address those 
issues...Also, [technical assistance] to know what federal funds are 

being offered to the Island...and how to access them.”

Capacity Building



Capacity & Networking
Networking workshop/conference experience?

No
74%

Yes
26%

SOCIAL ENTREPRENUERSHIP GROUPS

Local 
New Economy Center

Coalition of Community Leaders
Foundation for Puerto Rico

Fundación Comunitaria
Fundación Ángel Ramos

Red de Foundaciones
Ayuda Legal Huracán Maria

Non-local 
Hispanic Federation

Enterprise
NeighborWorks

Unidos por Puerto Rico
Center for Puerto Rican Studies

“Many of the organizations have 
contacted us to do trainings and work 
together…[the networks] are there to 
help prepare and train people so they 
can respond quickly and effectively to 

whichever issue comes up.”

“In our network we have funders, 
funders here and in the US. We are 

also connected to nonprofit 
organizations...for example we are 

working with el Centro de 
Puertorriqueños, IDEAComun, 

Enterprise, NeighborWorks y 
Hispanic Federation. We have a very 

ample network. We are different 
organizations that together are able 

to help different causes or issues.” 



Helping Hands: Here for the Money?

“We know that it is a reality that there are people with bad 
intentions. They are seeing a big opportunity to make a 

profit out of this disaster. And we are aware of this. We are 
working with the best alliances we can but we have to keep 

our eyes open on who we are making deals with. Because 
we know that intentions can be mixed and that’s something 
we are working on constantly. That’s kind of stressful. Cause 

you see that there are a lot of agencies coming to Puerto 
Rico but which one’s are really going to help and which ones 

are just going to take advantage of the opportunities.” 



Respondent Profile

Donations from 
members

45%

Donations or 
private entities

32%

PR Central government
16%

Investment 
income

3%

Municipalities
3%

Bank loans or 
cooperatives

1%

Primary sources of funding “After the hurricane, there was 
an increase in funds...we’ve 

been able to increase our 
membership...for us as an 

organization, the hurricane 
helped us. This is the ‘silver-

lining’ of the disaster.”



Respondent Profile

Annual budget
<$10k
14%

$10k-$49k
15%

$50k-$99k
13%

$100k-
$499k
32%

$500k-
$999k
12%

> $1 millon
14%



Conclusions

• There is a lot of energy in the nonprofit sector: 
changing missions, increased demand, intensified local 
interaction.

• They are aware of this, however, and want more help 
with capacity building across the board (from better 
understanding recovery to grant-writing).



“In every agency there are people who genuinely want to 

help that genuinely want to see the Island recover and to 

become what it once was or even better.”
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