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A Note From 
Classy

At Classy, we’re intimately familiar with 

the generosity of donors in the face of 

acute demands, particularly in the wake of 

natural disasters, humanitarian crises, or 

social movements. Yet nothing could have 

prepared us for the year 2020 has been."

SORAYA ALEXANDER 

SVP, Marketing and Customer Growth 
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The social sector is built to quickly respond to massive change and societal 

demands as needs present themselves. Thankfully, donors often respond to 

these needs just as quickly, funding organizations to do their important work. 

Here at Classy, we’re intimately familiar with the generosity of donors in the 

face of those acute demands, particularly in the wake of natural disasters, 

humanitarian crises, or social movements. Yet nothing could have prepared us 

for the year 2020 has been. 

Those of you who work in this sector have been impacted by the collective 

anxiety and passion driven by this year’s events. Whether you’ve seen explosive 

growth as a result of a more concerned, engaged society, or seen donations 

slow as the world’s attention is focused elsewhere, every organization has had 

to overcome enormous challenges.

As we thought through our third-annual Why America Gives report, we wanted 

to uncover the insights that would be most helpful as nonprofits plan for and 

execute their year-end fundraising. Most saliently, we posed the questions: how 

have the events of this year affected donor behavior? Will supporters be giving 

more or less than last year? And have COVID-19 and the fight against social 

injustice changed the causes or organizations donors will give to? 

Based on the results of our survey, we’re optimistic about what the giving 

season will bring. History has shown that even in the toughest financial 

years, Americans give what they can to help others. We’re inspired by the 

selfless dedication of our essential workers, and the tireless activism of social 

justice leaders in light of such profound need. The donation volume we have 

witnessed this year to date, coupled with these survey results, show that this 

generosity and commitment extend broadly across our society.

We wish you all a healthy and impactful holiday season. 

Soraya Alexander 

SVP of Marketing and Customer Growth

Our Most Important Report Yet
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Executive Summary: 
Our Key Findings

This year’s Why America Gives report 

serves dual purposes: measuring the 

year-over-year changes in giving 

sentiments and behaviors, and analyzing 

how current events in 2020 have altered 

giving trends. We fielded our consumer 

survey in September 2020 to capture the 

latest thoughts among U.S. consumers, 

and compared these results to what we 

saw in our 2018 and 2019 surveys. These 

insights help shape our expectations as 

we begin the holiday giving season and 

head into a new year. 

Here are some of the key findings from 

our 2020 report. 
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COVID-19 is fueling charitable giving. 

Although the pandemic has caused record levels of unemployment across 

the country, two in five Americans (39%) say that they definitely or probably 

will give more to nonprofits in 2020 than they did in 2019. When asked why 

they would be giving more, a third (33%) responded that societal needs seem 

greater this year. This drive to respond to societal needs was also evident in 

the trends we saw on the Classy platform. Classy supported a spike in platform 

donation volume from April through June that tripled the steady growth rate we 

had been experiencing from the start of the year. 

Furthermore, though disaster relief ranked as the number one cause that 

Americans supported in both our 2018 and 2019 surveys, health causes rose 

to the top this year. Even though the survey was fielded during a time when 

Oregon, California, and Washington were seeing historic and devastating 

wildfires, health causes outranked disaster relief, the environment, and 

education as the cause to which Americans are most likely to give. With 

this in mind, nonprofits—whether health-related or not—that can illustrate 

how they’re directly or indirectly alleviating various challenges presented by 

COVID-19 have a greater chance of appealing to prospective donors.
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The fight against social injustice is 
introducing new donors to racial  
equality causes. 

As the issue of systemic racism continues to fill our news feeds, many 

Americans are looking for ways to support causes at the forefront of the fight 

for racial equality. Forty-two percent of survey respondents said they had 

donated or planned to donate to social justice causes in 2020. However, for 

the majority of these donors, their contribution to a social justice organization 

was their first. Over half (58%) said that 2020 was the first year they had ever 

donated to this type of cause. This serves as an example of how current events 

play a significant role in turning the tide of fundraising.
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Virtual fundraising events are an  
effective means of generating attention  
and donations.

Although many nonprofits were forced to experiment with virtual galas or 

events for the first time this year, donors were not driven away by this change. 

In fact, this year’s survey data shows that nearly one-third of U.S. consumers 

(30%) said they have supported or participated in a virtual charity event since 

the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic. Of those, the majority (60%) said they 

actually donated and/or raised more in the virtual environment than they have 

for past in-person events. While preferences between in-person and virtual 

differ somewhat among the various age groups, these results make the case 

for the social sector to continue hosting both in-person and virtual fundraising 

events moving forward.
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How 2020 Has 
Shaped Giving 

Almost a quarter of respondents (24%) say 

the coronavirus has caused them to give 

more this year in comparison to last year.

More than four out of every 10 Americans 

(42%) said they had donated or planned 

to donate to social justice causes in 2020, 

with 58% saying this was the first year they 

had ever donated to this type  

of cause.
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Americans Favor Health-Related Causes

As the world continues to reel from the COVID-19 pandemic, it comes as 

no surprise that Americans recognize a need to support health-focused 

organizations. The impact of COVID-19 on our daily lives is reflected in changes 

in donor behavior. 

In fact, when asked which causes they felt were in need of the most support 

this year, nearly half of respondents (46%) selected health. Disaster relief and 

education claimed the second and third spots, at 34% and 31% respectively. 

This differs from the findings in 2018 and 2019, when disaster relief beat out 

all other categories. It's also worth noting this was the first year that education 

made the top three.

The top three causes to 

which respondents are 

most likely to donate:

Health

46%

2020

Disaster Relief

34%

Education

31%

Disaster Relief

46%

2019

Health

37%

Environmental/Animal

37%

Disaster Relief

43%

2018

Health

37%

Environmental/Animal

36%
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There were generational differences in perceived needs, however. Baby 

boomers and the Silent Generation were statistically more likely than other 

generations to think that disaster relief needs the most support this year (44% 

of boomers and 61% of the Silent Generation), while millennials were more 

likely to say that education needs the most support (41%). 

It is clear a heightened focus on public health is playing a role in how 

prospective donors feel and act. Nonprofits that can align themselves with this 

trend, or at least acknowledge that it’s top of mind, will have a higher likelihood 

of breaking through to their audiences. 
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COVID-19 Alters Typical Giving Behavior  

COVID-19 has fundamentally changed society and impacted individuals in 

a myriad of ways. Millions have contracted the virus or witnessed family 

members and friends battle the illness. Others have faced pay cuts, furloughs, 

or layoffs. And some have been inspired by the selfless acts of their fellow 

citizens in the face of this pandemic. Each of these experiences has shaped if, 

why, and how people give. 

Nearly three in five Americans (59%) say the COVID-19 pandemic has affected 

their charitable giving this year. Furthermore, almost a quarter of respondents 

(24%) say the coronavirus has caused them to give more this year in 

comparison to last year. 

Percentage of  

each generational 

group that indicated 

they are giving more 

during the pandemic

Gen Z

Millennial

30%

25%

Gen X

Baby Boomer

32%

14%

Silent Generation
14%
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When asked why their giving plans have changed because of COVID-19, 39% 

said that some nonprofits need more now than they did before the pandemic, 

36% said their income had changed, 33% said they are more passionate about 

issues now than they were before the pandemic, 29% said they have more time 

to look into organizations, and 21% answered they were using their stimulus 

check to donate to causes they care about. Furthermore, for some Americans, 

the pandemic has changed who they plan to support, with 31% giving to new 

organizations than before the pandemic. 

Among those who have donated to COVID-related causes, 27% have made 

these contributions in addition to their normal nonprofit support, while 24% 

say these COVID-19 donations have replaced what they would typically support. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has also brought attention and gratitude to the 

brave employees, deemed “essential workers,” who didn’t have the luxury of 

sheltering in place as infection rates skyrocketed. In addition to tackling the 

virus on the frontlines, essential workers were more likely than nonessential 

workers (33% vs. 22%) to say that they plan to give more as a result of 

COVID-19. Only 16% of essential workers said they were not giving at all this 

year, compared to 25% of nonessential workers.

Baby boomers are 

least likely to donate 

to pandemic-related 

causes or organizations

Gen Z

Millennial

66%

57%

Gen X

Baby Boomer

63%

28%

Silent Generation
29%
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The Fight for Social Justice  
Motivates Donors

In addition to the public health crisis, the killings of George Floyd, Breonna 

Taylor, Rayshard Brooks, and other Black Americans sparked international 

outrage and a resurgence of Black Lives Matter protests across the country. 

One of the many calls to action of this movement has been to raise awareness 

and funds for the fight against racism. Those organizations at the forefront of 

fighting against racial injustice and inequality were the beneficiaries of millions 

of dollars in donations from the public to assist with bail funds, combat voter 

suppression, enable criminal justice reform, and more. 

Similar to COVID-19, this social justice movement had a large impact on giving 

behaviors and attitudes. Nearly one in five (17%) survey respondents said that 

recent social injustices had the most impact on their charitable giving in 2020, 

following the COVID-19 pandemic (59%) and the political climate (19%). 
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More than four out of every 10 Americans (42%) said they had donated or 

planned to donate to social justice causes in 2020, with 58% saying this was the 

first year they had ever donated to this type of cause. 

Of those who have or plan to donate to social justice causes, 43% said their 

donation would be in addition to contributions they would or will make to 

other causes, while 32% said the donation will replace what they would have 

otherwise given to a different organization/cause.

Percentage of Americans 

who have donated or 

plan to donate to an 

organization that is 

fighting against social 

injustice in 2020

Definitely or probably will 

Might or might not

Definitely or probably will not

42%42%

23%23%

35%35%
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From a generational standpoint, both Gen X and Gen Z were most likely to say 

they are making a donation to the fight against social injustice this year (57% 

and 55%, respectively). Among these Gen X donors, 75% said this was the first 

year they have donated to this cause.

Donors’ plans to support this cause also vary by political party affiliation. When 

asked if they have donated or plan to donate to social justice causes, 42% of 

Republicans said no, compared with 23% of Democrats. Among those who did 

donate to one of these causes, 72% of Republicans said it was their first year 

donating to this type of cause, compared with 58% of Democrats. 

COVID-19 essential workers were more likely than nonessential workers to 

donate to social justice causes (57% vs. 41%). It seems that in addition to their 

work on the frontlines of the COVID-19 pandemic, these essential workers 

might be sensitive to the danger of another pandemic in their communities: 

systemic racism.

It is clear that Americans across many different demographics recognize 

the importance of showing their support for the fight against racial injustice 

through giving. Organizations within this sector have an opportunity to foster 

these new donor relationships to encourage recurring or repeat donations. 

Generational 

breakdown of 

Americans who have 

donated or plan to 

donate to social justice 

organizations in 2020

Gen Z

Millennials

55%

52%

Gen X

Baby Boomers

57%

16%

Silent Generation
8%
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Politics Plays a Role in Giving

Presidential election years have historically impacted charitable giving, and 

2020 is no exception. Between the primary and general elections, politically-

driven donations hit all-new records this year.1

At the time this survey was fielded in September 2020, a quarter (25%) of U.S. 

consumers said they donated or planned to donate to a political candidate.

This year, Americans 

made financial 

contributions to politics 

in various ways. 
*Other political affiliations include respondents 
who identify with the Independent, Green Party, 

Libertarian Party, or other.

of total respondents 

donated to a political campaign

17%

20%

24%

of total respondents 

donated to a political candidate

15%

24%

38%

25%25%

of total respondents 

donated to a political action committee (PAC)

10%

6%

5%

7%7%

 1    CNBC, “The $10.8 Billion Election: 2020 Campaign Spending is Smashing Records.”   

https://www.cnbc.com/2020/10/01/election-2020-campaign-spending-set-to-hit-record-11-billion.htm

Republicans

Democrats

Other political affiliations

https://www.cnbc.com/2020/10/01/election-2020-campaign-spending-set-to-hit-record-11-billion.html
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Those who give to political causes are also likely to increase their giving to 

nonprofit organizations in 2020. In total, two-thirds (66%) of those who are 

donating to political causes plan to give more in 2020 than in the previous year. 

Only 7% will give less this year. 

In 2016, nonprofits in many cause categories witnessed a significant increase 

in charitable donations following the November presidential election, often 

referred to as the “Trump Bump.” In this survey ahead of the 2020 election, 

more than one-third (37%) of Americans stated that they would donate to 

organizations that support their political beliefs if their preferred candidate 

lost. Making charitable donations to counterbalance a political loss was more 

popular among Republicans (46%) than Democrats (37%). 

Democrats are also slightly more likely than Republicans to state that COVID-19 

has impacted their charitable giving plans the most this year (64% vs. 59%).

Over the past several years, political giving 

has continued to trend upward. The social 

sector should keep a close eye on the 

impact that new politicians or measures 

might have on local, state, or federal laws. 

These changes could result in both new and 

returning donors for any organizations with 

a direct tie to politically-driven causes. 
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The Outlook for 
the 2020 Giving 
Season

Despite the challenges that arose  

this year, the majority of Americans  

plan to give the same amount or more 

than they did in 2019.
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Between the COVID-19 pandemic, the social justice movement, and the 2020 

election, many nonprofit professionals are unsure of what to expect for the 

2020 holiday giving season. Nonprofit giving on Classy’s platform in December 

2019 exceeded all previous records, with $27 million collected on December 31 

alone.2 While 2020 has brought unique societal challenges, the opportunity of 

year-end giving still remains strong.

Giving Tuesday Familiarity Grows

Giving Tuesday 2019 yielded $511 million in nonprofit donations in the U.S., the 

most impressive results since the global giving day started in 2012. 

As we approach Giving Tuesday 2020, consumer awareness of the day has 

increased year over year, with more than half of consumers (54%) reporting 

that they are familiar with or have at least heard of Giving Tuesday. 

Furthermore, among those familiar with Giving Tuesday, participation in the 

giving day continues to climb. According to this year's survey, two-thirds (67%) 

of respondents who said they were familiar with Giving Tuesday participated by 

donating the previous year, compared to 53% of consumers in 2019 and 57% of 

consumers in 2018. 

 2   PR Newswire, “Total Year-End Donations Made on Classy's Platform Exceed $27 Million, Marking Highest-Grossing Giving Day in Company History.” 

https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/total-year-end-donations-made-on-classys-platform-exceed-27-million-marking-highest-grossing-giving-day-in-company-

history-300983310.html 

Percentage of U.S. 

consumers who said 

they plan to participate, 

are familiar with, or  

have at least heard of 

Giving Tuesday

2020

2019

2018

54%

50%

41%

https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/total-year-end-donations-made-on-classys-platform-exceed-27-million-marking-highest-grossing-giving-day-in-company-history-300983310.html
https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/total-year-end-donations-made-on-classys-platform-exceed-27-million-marking-highest-grossing-giving-day-in-company-history-300983310.html
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Gen X respondents were more likely than any other age group to say they were 

familiar with or had at least heard of Giving Tuesday. This also points to an 

opportunity to raise awareness among younger supporters as well as giving 

season kicks off. 

The Giving Tuesday movement has grown to the point where more than half of 

Americans have at least some level of understanding of the occasion, and this 

number continues to trend upward year over year. The social sector has a huge 

opportunity to both capitalize on this greater awareness by doubling down on 

their Giving Tuesday fundraising efforts, as well as continue to educate their 

prospective donors and larger communities about the global giving day.

Generational 

breakdown of U.S. 

consumers who said 

they are familiar with 

Giving Tuesday or had 

at least heard of it

Gen Z

Millennial

56%

59%

Gen X

Baby Boomer

63%

43%

Silent Generation
41%
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Americans Still Plan to Give  
This Holiday Season 

Despite the challenges that arose this year, the majority of Americans plan to 

give the same amount or more than they did in 2019. 

Among those who plan to give more, one-third (33%) state that it is because 

societal needs seem greater this year. Of those who plan to donate less in 2020, 

more than half (54%) indicated it was because their economic circumstances 

have changed this year. 

Though many Americans have been impacted financially by COVID-19, survey 

respondents still feel compelled to give this year if they can. Nonprofits that 

are hesitant to fundraise this year due to donor fatigue should not worry. 

Instead, organizations can enter the giving season with a plan to engage their 

supporters and the confidence that they will still see positive results. 

Do you plan on 

donating more, less, 

or the same amount 

to nonprofits in 2020 

compared to 2019?

Definitely More

Probably More

20%

19%

The Same as Last Year

Probably Less

44%

9%

Definitely Less
8%
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Technology's 
Expanded 
Influence

Almost a third of U.S. consumers 

(30%) said they have supported or 

participated in a virtual charity event 

since the COVID-19 pandemic began, 

with 60% saying they actually donated 

and/or raised more virtually than they 

have at past in-person events.
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Donors Prefer to Give Digitally

Even before COVID-19 forced many Americans to work and socialize from 

home, donors were increasingly choosing to engage with and donate to 

nonprofits online. This year, when respondents were asked how they would 

prefer to make donations in the future, the top two channels were via a website 

on the computer (37%) and through an app or mobile site on a smartphone or 

tablet (33%).  

Democrats are more likely than Republicans to prefer digital or remote giving 

(63% vs. 54%). 

The largest proportion of the Gen Z, millennials, and even Gen X generations 

stated that they’d prefer making donations via an app or mobile site on their 

smartphone. Baby boomers selected a website on the computer as their top 

channel, and the Silent Generation preferred mail-in donations. 

This data illustrates how imperative it is for nonprofits to provide a  

seamless mobile and online giving experience in order to capture support  

across generations. 

Digital donation  

outpaces in-person 

and direct mail as 

preferred method

Through a website on the computer

Through an app or mobile site on a 
smartphone/tablet

In-person 
(drop donation off)

Mail donation

Does not apply 
(no plans to participate in charitable giving)

Other
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Analyzing Opinions Around Virtual 
Fundraising Events 

As social distancing regulations took effect earlier this year, many nonprofit 

organizations turned to virtual events, transforming runs, in-person galas, or 

other fundraising events into digital experiences. 

As the social sector looks ahead to the holiday season and fundraising in 2021, 

many are curious how virtual fundraising events are perceived by their current 

or potential donors. 

Impressively, almost a third of U.S. consumers (30%) said they have supported 

or participated in a virtual charity event since the COVID-19 pandemic began, 

with 60% saying they actually donated and/or raised more virtually than they 

have at past in-person events. Men were far more likely than women (44% vs. 

16%) to say that they participated in a virtual fundraising event this year. 

While nonprofit professionals might assume that Gen Z and millennials are the 

target audience for these types of digitally-focused activities, the data shows 

that almost half of Gen X respondents (48%) have participated in a virtual 

fundraising event during COVID-19. This generational divide in participation 

illustrates the importance of engaging older audiences, and not just the 

generations perceived as most tech-savvy.

Percentage of 

respondents who have 

participated in a virtual 

fundraising event since 

COVID-19 began

Gen Z

Millennial

36%

36%

Gen X

Baby Boomer

48%

7%

Silent Generation
10%
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This participation rate was also high among the COVID-19 essential workers, 

with nearly half (48%) participating in a virtual fundraising event since the start 

of the pandemic, and two-thirds (67%) stating they gave or raised more in this 

virtual environment. 

Overall, most respondents have a positive view of virtual charity events, 

with more than a third (34%) saying these events are a safe alternative 

to in-person gatherings, and a quarter (24%) saying virtual events make 

donating, fundraising, or participating easier. With that said, nearly a quarter 

of respondents (22%) disagreed, stating that they felt less connected to a 

cause if donating, fundraising, and/or participating in a virtual event, meaning 

nonprofits have to continue to think of innovative ways to nurture donors 

through online channels. 

Moving forward, there's a large opportunity for nonprofits to host a mix of 

both in-person and virtual events, or add virtual components to any in-person 

events, to reach both of these audiences and maximize their potential  

donor pool and revenue.
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How We Move 
Forward

Nonprofits should feel confident 

moving forward with their end-

of-year fundraising efforts. 

Overall, the challenges we’ve 

faced this year as a society have 

increased—not decreased—

American consumers’ propensity 

to help others.
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While economic uncertainty may have nonprofit professionals concerned about 

the upcoming giving season, the majority of Americans plan to give the same 

amount or more than they did last year. This is a hopeful statistic for the larger 

social sector. Among the group that plans to give less, it is largely because their 

personal financial situation has been strained as a result of COVID-19. 

With this heightened understanding, nonprofits should feel confident moving 

forward with their end-of-year fundraising efforts. Overall, the challenges 

we’ve faced this year as a society have increased—not decreased—American 

consumers’ propensity to help others, as well as generated recognition for causes 

that many people may not have donated to in the past. 
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Download Now

For more data and insights on donor behavior and 

giving trends, check out Classy’s recent report,  

The State of Modern Philanthropy: Deconstructing the 

Online Donor Journey.

https://go.classy.org/reports/the-state-of-modern-philanthropy-2020?sfdc_cid=7012R000000qisw
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Classy is a social enterprise that helps nonprofit organizations maximize their 

impact through a suite of world-class, online fundraising tools to accelerate 

social impact around the world. Based in San Diego, CA and trusted by 

organizations of all sizes, from the fastest-growing nonprofits like Team Rubicon 

and The Trevor Project, to some of the world's largest social organizations, 

such as The Salvation Army, Robin Hood Foundation, and Shriners Hospitals 

for Children, nonprofits use Classy’s platform to raise money, engage their 

communities, and advance their missions. Since 2011, Classy has powered 

tens of millions of donations from over 190 countries and raised over $2 billion 

for social good. Classy also hosts the Collaborative conference and the Classy 

Awards to spotlight the innovative work nonprofits are implementing around  

the globe. For more information, visit www.classy.org or follow Classy on  

Twitter @Classy.

About Classy

Conducted in September 2020, this survey polled 1,000 individuals 18 years of 

age or older in the United States. The survey was fielded using the Qualtrics 

Insights Platform and the panel was sourced from Lucid. 

About the Data

Copyright © 2020 Classy, Inc. and/or its licensors and affiliates. 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by 

any means, including electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior 

written permission of the copyright owner. 
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