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2026 So Far | A Note from BVU’s President & CEO

We are taking stock of where Northeast Ohio's nonprofit sector stands - not from headlines or anecdotes, but from the leaders living 
it day to day. This mid-year report draws on our monthly Nonprofit Pulse surveys, with nearly 80 chief executives responding to each.

Together they tell one story: leaders know what needs to happen on funding, governance, AI, and partnerships…but the people, 
dollars, and board readiness aren't keeping pace. The patterns outlined won't surprise anyone, but naming them with numbers and 
voices lets us compare notes, share what's working, and act together.

Use this report however serves you best. Bring it to your next board meeting to drive discussion on how you can help. 
Pull a stat for a funder conversation. Share a voice from the field with a peer wrestling with the same thing.

As always, please reach out if we can help you make a bigger difference.

Elizabeth Voudouris
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Leaders have a clear sense of what’s needed on funding, governance, 
AI, and partnerships. 
The people, dollars, and board readiness aren't keeping pace.

61%
name financial 

sustainability as their top 

constraint

60%
cite failure of the board to 

hold board members 

accountable

82%
lack a formal 

AI use policy

73%
are in informal 

partnerships today

“It's a continuum of capacity, burnout, and bandwidth due to growing demand for services.”
— Feb 2026 respondent

THE BIG PICTURE



Three Main Trends

Capacity constraints are 

the common theme

Money, people, and boards are all stretched at 

once.

61% name financial sustainability as their top 

constraint  ·  Feb

49% cite staff capacity & burnout  ·  Feb

60% see board accountability failures  ·  Mar

“We can't recruit fast enough to replace the 

people leaving — the leadership pipeline just 

isn't there.”

— Feb 2026 respondent

AI adoption is outrunning 

governance

Leaders are putting AI to work. Boards and 

policies haven't caught up.

46% have identified specific AI use cases  ·  Apr

18% have a formal AI use policy  ·  Apr

25% say their board has discussed AI risks  ·  

Apr

“We do not rely on it heavily, but I feel we may 

need a formal AI policy in the near future.”

— Apr 2026 respondent

Strategic alliances are central 

to how we operate

Soft collaboration is universal; obstacles to going 

deeper are relational, not legal.

73% are in informal partnerships today  ·  May

22% are exploring or completed a merger  ·  

May

39% fear losing organizational identity  ·  May

“We have not found a partner that has enough 

things in common with us for us to pursue a 

meaningful conversation.”

— May 2026 respondent

THE BIG PICTURE



DEEP DIVE

Five Questions Asked
Across Feb–May 2026, we asked nonprofit leaders five questions about the state of their work.
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What is currently the greatest 
constraint on your 
organization's progress and 
ability to achieve its mission?
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Do any of these governance 
mistakes resonate with your 
experience?

PAGE 07

As AI tools become part of 
everyday work, how prepared is 
your nonprofit to manage its 
use responsibly and effectively?

PAGE 08

What kind of partnerships is 
your organization currently 
considering, exploring, or 
already doing?

PAGE 09

What barriers are you facing in 
pursuing deeper collaboration?



What is currently the greatest constraint on your organization's 
progress and ability to achieve its mission? 

61%
Cite financial sustainability & revenue 

uncertainty as a top constraint

49%
Name staff capacity & burnout as a critical 

pressure point

22%
Point to board engagement or 
effectiveness as a constraint

Financial sustainability / revenue uncertainty 61%

Staff capacity & burnout 49%

Board engagement or effectiveness 22%

External economic or policy factors 18%

Leadership bandwidth 16%

Growing demand for services 15%

Operational systems & processes 11%

Technology limitations 3%

n ≈ 80 respondents  •  select up to 2  •  23 open comments

Financial pressure & burnout are intertwined, reinforcing a 2025 finding that 84% of leaders had seen a decline in 
philanthropic support.

“I don't think anyone is talking enough 

about the imminent financial cliff that 

many nonprofits are facing.”



Do any of these governance mistakes resonate with your experience? 

Failing to hold board members accountable 60%

Micromanaging staff 46%

Avoiding the hard questions 37%

Deferring to Exec Comm, Chair, or Founder 33%

Failing to understand fiduciary duties 29%

Insufficient conflict management 27%

Failing to provide effective oversight 23%

60%

of leaders cited accountability or 
oversight failures as their top 

governance pain points

n = 52 respondents  •  select all that apply  •  12 open comments  •  58-day window

In 2025, only 44% of leaders were confident their boards understood and fulfilled their role amid current challenges.

There is a gap between knowing what the board's role is and 

engaging in it.



As AI tools become part of everyday work, how prepared is your 
nonprofit to manage its use responsibly and effectively? 

46%
Have identified specific AI use cases 

(drafting, research, data)

29%
Say they're not sure where 

to start with AI

18%
Have a formal AI use policy or 

acceptable use guidelines

Identified specific AI use cases 46%

Being intentional about adopting AI 41%

Not sure where to start 29%

Board has discussed AI strategy or risks 25%

Have a designated staff AI lead 23%

Made AI training accessible to staff 23%

Have formal AI use policy 18%

Allocated AI budget 18%

AI training has made staff more efficient 18%

Created data security guidelines for AI 16%

n = 56 respondents  •  select all  •  20 open use-case responses

A prior pulse found 73% expected AI to increase efficiency but only 7% had created internal AI policies. The policy gap 
is closing (now 18%), but adoption still outruns governance.



What kind of partnerships is your organization currently considering, 
exploring, or already doing? 

73%
Are in informal partnerships or referral 

relationships today

22%
Are actively exploring or recently 

completed a merger or acquisition

10%
Are not currently exploring any deeper 

collaboration

W H A T  L E A D E R S  A R E  C U R R E N T L Y  D O I N G  O R  E X P L O R I N G

Informal partnerships / referral relationships 73%

Joint programming / co-delivered services 61%

Formal strategic alliance or MOU 37%

Shared physical space / co-location 24%

Shared back-office operations (HR, IT, finance) 21%

Shared staff positions (CFO, dev director, etc.) 13%

Actively exploring a merger or acquisition 11%

Recently completed a merger or acquisition 11%

Not currently exploring any of the above 10%

n = 62 respondents  •  select all that apply  •  11 open comments

Strategic alliances are central to how we operate. We don't see another way to meet the needs of our community.



What barriers are you facing in pursuing deeper collaboration?

45%
Cite finding the right partner as a barrier

39%
Worry about identity / brand loss

34%
Cite staff or cultural fit concerns

Finding the right partner 45%

Concerns about loss of organizational identity / brand 39%

Staff or cultural fit concerns 34%

Leadership capacity / bandwidth 29%

Unclear mission overlap or strategic fit 27%

Legal or financial complexity 26%

Board hesitation or lack of board alignment 16%

Not interested in deeper collaboration 13%

n = 62 respondents  •  select all that apply  •  May 2026 pulse

Partnership is already the norm; nearly 3 in 4 leaders are in informal partnerships. 

The question isn't whether to collaborate, it's how and with whom.



What Leaders Told Us – In Their Own Words.

Six verbatim comments from the Feb–May 2026 pulse surveys.

FINANCE  ·  FEB 2026

“I don't think anyone is talking 
enough about the imminent financial 
cliff that many nonprofits are facing."

WORKFORCE  ·  FEB 2026

“Beyond staff capacity - it's workforce 
availability in general. 

Candidates are ghosting frequently 
and the caliber of new hires is poor, 
causing significant turnover.”

GOVERNANCE  ·  MAR 2026

“My dysfunctional board doesn't 
follow its own Code of Regulations 
except when convenient and keeps 
recycling the same small group 
through leadership roles…and I have 
no power to change it.”

AI ETHICS  ·  APR 2026

“We are against the propagation of 
AI - it's extremely toxic to the 
environment, takes jobs from people, 
and is often inaccurate. We need a 
clear policy that protects clients, 
donors, and staff.”

MERGERS  ·  MAY 2026

“Not every organization is built for 
the long haul, and some have to hang 
it up. The organization you're 
merging into is doing you a favor - 
don't overplay your hand. Play to win 
on your own or negotiate with 
humility.”

PARTNERSHIPS  ·  MAY 2026

“The Mayor sounded the alarm four 
years ago - no one responded to 
whether we have too many CDCs. 
Here we are realizing it's a 
conversation, but our hands may be 
caught in the cookie jar because we 
caught on late.”

VOICES FROM THE FIELD



BOARD DISCUSSION GUIDE

Prompts to Bring This Data into Board Conversations

CAPACITY & FINANCE

1. If 61% of our peers cite 

financial sustainability as their 

top constraint, what's our own 

financial cliff scenario? And 

how close are we to it?

2. What support does our staff 

need that we are not currently 

providing? Who would notice 

if a key person left next 

month?

3. Where are we on the 

continuum of growing capacity 

vs. preserving capacity? What's 

the evidence?

BOARD GOVERNANCE

1. Which two of these board 

pitfalls feel most familiar: 

failing to hold members 

accountable, micromanaging, 

avoiding hard questions, or 

deferring to a few?

2. What 'hard question' are we 

currently avoiding as a board?

3. When was the last time we 

held a fellow board member 

accountable for a commitment 

they didn't keep?

AI READINESS

1. Has this board ever formally 

discussed AI strategy, risks, or 

ethical use? What did we 

decide?

2. Do we know how staff are 

currently using AI tools? Do 

they have written guidance?

3. What's our risk tolerance for AI 

touching client or donor data, 

and do staff know it?

PARTNERSHIPS

1. Which, if any, of these are we 

actively exploring: informal 

partnerships, alliances, shared 

services, or mergers?

2. If we were a target for a 

merger, who would we want to 

merge with and why?

3. What 1–2 organizations could 

we credibly co-deliver 

programming with in the next 

12 months?
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