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Abstract
Background: As the number of COVID-19 cases increased precipitously in the United States, policy makers and health officials
marshalled their pandemic responses. As the economic impacts multiplied, anecdotal reports noted the increased use of web-based
crowdfunding to defray these costs.
Objective: We examined the web-based crowdfunding response in the early stage of the COVID-19 pandemic in the United
States to understand the incidence of initiation of COVID-19–related campaigns and compare them to non–COVID-19–related
campaigns.
Methods: On May 16, 2020, we extracted all available data available on US campaigns that contained narratives and were
created between January 1 and May 10, 2020, on GoFundMe. We identified the subset of COVID-19–related campaigns using
keywords relevant to the COVID-19 pandemic. We explored the incidence of COVID-19–related campaigns by geography, by
category, and over time, and we compared the characteristics of the campaigns to those of non–COVID-19–related campaigns
after March 11, when the pandemic was declared. We then used a natural language processing algorithm to cluster campaigns
by narrative content using overlapping keywords.
Results: We found that there was a substantial increase in overall GoFundMe web-based crowdfunding campaigns in March,
largely attributable to COVID-19–related campaigns. However, as the COVID-19 pandemic persisted and progressed, the number
of campaigns per COVID-19 case declined more than tenfold across all states. The states with the earliest disease burden had the
fewest campaigns per case, indicating a lack of a case-dependent response. COVID-19–related campaigns raised more money,
had a longer narrative description, and were more likely to be shared on Facebook than other campaigns in the study period.
Conclusions: Web-based crowdfunding appears to be a stopgap for only a minority of campaigners. The novelty of an emergency
likely impacts both campaign initiation and crowdfunding success, as it reflects the affective response of a community.
Crowdfunding activity likely serves as an early signal for emerging needs and societal sentiment for communities in acute distress
that could be used by governments and aid organizations to guide disaster relief and policy.
(J Med Internet Res 2021;23(2):e25429) doi: 10.2196/25429
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Introduction
As the number of COVID-19 cases precipitously accelerated
in March throughout the United States, government and public
health departments marshalled their pandemic responses.
Support efforts quickly became necessary as shortages of
medical supplies and testing worsened by the continued spread
of the virus affected health care organizations, medical offices,
and nursing homes [1]. The first effects of the pandemic were
related to health; however, economic ramifications, including
rapidly increasing unemployment and loss of revenue, quickly
followed the spread of the disease and public health efforts to
contain it [2,3]. Temporary and permanent closure of small
businesses, furloughing of whole sectors of the economy (eg,
airline and restaurant industries), and food price inflation created
social, financial, and medical strain on the population [4,5].
Subsequent effects of the pandemic, such as the increased
number of deaths and associated funeral costs, added more
financial stress to the lives of Americans.
Donation-based web-based crowdfunding has become an
increasingly popular tool to finance medical treatment, respond
to financial hardships and natural disasters, and defray the
downstream economic impacts of personal health care costs
[6,7]. Previous research has shown that crowdfunding has been
used to address the needs of individuals and communities after
natural disasters [8]. However, the crowdfunding success of
these donation-based platforms relies more heavily on emotional
delivery to engage backers [9] as well as on social media for
quick diffusion [10].
Despite anecdotal reports of the increased use of web-based
crowdfunding to mitigate the economic impacts of COVID-19
[11], details on how crowdfunding has been used for COVID-19
relief efforts in the United States remain scarce. We evaluated
web-based crowdfunding campaigns in the United States in the
early stages of the COVID-19 pandemic on the GoFundMe
platform, which represents 90% of the social crowdfunding
market in the United States as of 2018 [12]. We hypothesized
that (1) COVID-19–related campaigns raised more money and
were more widely distributed on social media than
non–COVID-19–related campaigns during the same timeframe
and (2) COVID-19–related campaigns were initiated
disproportionately in the early days and weeks of the pandemic,
unrelated to the rate of incident COVID-19 cases.

Methods
Data Collection and Analysis
On May 16, 2020, we extracted all active US campaigns created
between January 1 and May 10, 2020, on GoFundMe, the largest
web-based crowdfunding platform in the United States. The
time frame reflects approximately two months before and after
the World Health Organization declared COVID-19 a pandemic
on March 11, 2020. We used the Beautiful Soup library [13] to
web scrape all data available for the GoFundMe campaigns and
excluded all campaigns that originated outside the United States.
We list all extracted data fields in Table S1 in Multimedia
Appendix 1. We used keywords relevant to the COVID-19
pandemic to identify and label the subset of COVID-19–related
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campaigns (Table S2 in Multimedia Appendix 1). The
University of Texas Southwestern Human Research Protection
Program Policies, Procedures, and Guidance did not require
institutional review board approval, as all data were publicly
available.
We examined weekly new COVID-19–related campaigns
juxtaposed with the weekly numbers of new COVID-19 cases
both nationally and by state or territory. We evaluated the
incidence of campaigns by state adjusted for new COVID-19
cases by week to determine the temporal association between
disease spread and campaign initiation. To enable comparison
among states, we defined week 0 as the first week in which each
state had at least 100 new weekly cases. We displayed all states;
however, we only highlighted the top six states by overall
campaign per million. Given the presence of zip code–level
data, we also explored more granular community trends. We
also evaluated changes in COVID-19–related campaigns per
million for each state and campaign categories over time. To
better understand campaign narratives and motivation, we
conducted a natural language processing (NLP) analysis of the
campaign text to identify clusters of keywords that represent
campaigns [14]. We used the term frequency–inverse document
frequency (TF-IDF) technique to create a matrix of all of the
words in the campaign narratives weighted by the frequency of
the word in that document relative to the frequency of the same
word in all documents [15]. We then used k-means clustering
on the resulting matrix to identify clusters of campaigns and
represent these clusters by the 20 most central words to that
cluster [16]. Because there were 19 GoFundMe categories in
the COVID-19–related campaign subset (out of 20 possible
GoFundMe categories), we chose 19 topic clusters a priori.
We compared campaign characteristics, including fundraising,
campaign information, and campaign category, for
COVID-19–related and non–COVID-19–related campaigns
over the same time period from March 11 to May 10, 2020. We
used Mann-Whitney U, chi-square, and Fisher exact tests where
appropriate to determine significance. The α level of
significance was set a priori at .05, and all significance testing
was two-sided. We did not adjust for multiple comparisons, as
this was an exploratory study and should be interpreted as
hypothesis-generating. Analyses were performed using Python,
version 3.7.2 (Python Software Foundation).

Availability of Data and Materials
The data that support the findings of this study are available
upon request.

Results
Of 310,695 total new campaigns created between January 1 and
May 10, 2020, we analyzed 232,827 campaigns from the United
States across all categories. Of these campaigns, 51,763/232,827
(22.2%) were identified as COVID-19–related, and these
campaigns collectively raised US $237,418,235 by May 10,
2020. The vast majority of COVID-19–related campaigns were
established after March 11 (50,828/51,763, 98.2%). New
GoFundMe campaigns peaked in mid-March, mainly due to
new campaigns related to or referencing COVID-19, and
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declined in April (Figure 1). Total campaigns increased by 77%
and 10% in the weeks of March 16 and 23 and then dipped by
19% and 16% in the following two weeks. In parallel,
COVID-19–related campaigns increased by 736% and 512%
in the weeks of March 9 and 16 and then eventually decreased
by 25% and 23% in the weeks of March 30 and April 6. The
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COVID-19–related increase in campaigns was observed before
the national peak of new COVID-19 cases in April.
Subsequently, the incidence of new campaigns declined, while
the incidence of new COVID-19 cases remained steady or
declined slightly.

Figure 1. New GoFundMe campaigns by week versus incident COVID-19 cases by week. Percent changes of campaigns created from the previous
week are shown above each bar.

Adjusting for the weekly incidence of COVID-19 cases, new
COVID-19–related campaigns in all US states peaked within
two weeks of the first week when 100 new cases were diagnosed
in that state. For many states, the rate of COVID-19–related
campaigns per case dropped by at least tenfold after the first
two to three weeks (Figure 2). Population-rich states that also
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experienced early spread of COVID-19, such as New York,
New Jersey, Massachusetts, Washington, and Illinois, had the
most COVID-19–related campaigns per million inhabitants
(Figure 3); however, they were ultimately among the states with
the lowest number of COVID-19–related campaigns per 1000
cases during the study period.
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Figure 2. COVID-19–related GoFundMe campaigns per 1000 COVID-19 incident cases for each state. Week 0 is defined as the first week in which
a state had more than 100 cases to enable direct comparison among states. All states are shown, but only the top 6 states for total COVID-19 cases per
million are highlighted in color (ordered from most to fewest in the legend).
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Figure 3. COVID-19–related GoFundMe campaigns per million by week by state. All states are shown, but only the top 6 states for total COVID-19
cases per million are highlighted in color (ordered from most to fewest in the legend). Dates on the x-axis start from February 25, as few COVID-19–related
campaigns were present before this date.

From March 11 to May 10, 2020, non-COVID-19–related
campaigns (91,631/142,459, 64.3%) raised a median of US
$625 (IQR $135-$2300), while COVID-19–related campaigns
(50,828/142,459, 35.7%) raised a median of $930 (IQR
$220-$3075), nearly 50% more per campaign (P<.001).
Fundraising goals were higher in COVID-19–related campaigns
(median
$5000,
IQR
$2000-$10,000)
than
non–COVID-19–related campaigns (median $4000, IQR
$1250-$10,000; P<.001). Even with the higher fundraising
goals, COVID-19–related campaigns (median 25.0%, IQR
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5.5%-69.5%) raised a higher percentage of their fundraising
goals than non–COVID-19–related campaigns (median 22.2%,
IQR 5.0%-65.5%) by date of data extraction (P<.001).
COVID-19–related campaigns (median 23, IQR 0-163) had
significantly more Facebook shares than non–COVID-19–related
campaigns (median 0, IQR 0-145; P<.001). COVID-19–related
campaigns also had longer narratives in their campaign
description, were more likely to be listed as a charity, and were
more likely to have the campaigner be the same as the
beneficiary (Table 1).
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Table 1. Baseline GoFundMe campaign characteristics stratified by COVID-19–related status. Only campaigns created after March 11, 2020, are
included.
Total campaigns
(N=142,459)

COVID-19–related campaigns (n=50,828)

Non–COVID-19–related
campaigns (n=91,631)

P valuea

Goal (US $), median (IQR)

5000 (1500-10,000)

5000 (2000-10,000)

4000 (1250-10,000)

<.001

Raised (US $), median (IQR)

722 (160-2,565)

930 (220-3075)

625 (135-2300)

<.001

Percent of goal funded (US $), median (IQR)

23.3 (5.2-66.9)

25.0 (5.5-69.5)

22.2 (5.0-65.5)

<.001

Donors, median (IQR)

12 (3-35)

14 (4-40)

11 (3-32)

<.001

Amount per donation (US $), median (IQR)

56.3 (35.4-86.8)

59.9 (39.0-92.7)

54.5 (33.8-83.5)

<.001

Met funding goal, n (%)

20,593 (14.5)

7302 (14.4)

13,291 (14.5)

.48

Campaigner = beneficiary, n (%)

119,243 (83.7)

43,445 (85.5)

75,798 (82.7)

<.001

Is listed as a charity, n (%)

7144 (5.0)

3629 (7.1)

3515 (3.8)

<.001

Words in narrative, median (IQR)

145 (84-240)

187 (115-299)

125 (72-207)

<.001

Characters in narrative, median (IQR)

56.3 (35.4-86.8)

1072 (652-1729)

691 (393-1154)

<.001

Active donation days, median (IQR)

23 (14-33)

24 (15-38)

22 (13-31)

<.001

Facebook shares, median (IQR)

4 (0-152)

23 (0-163)

0 (0-145)

<.001

GoFundMe hearts, median (IQR)

12 (3-33)

14 (4-38)

10 (3-31)

<.001

Accidents & Emergencies, n (%)

25,306 (17.8)

10,705 (21.1)

14,601 (15.9)

<.001

Medical, Illness & Healing, n (%)

22,669 (15.9)

8484 (16.7)

14,185 (15.5)

<.001

Funerals & Memorials, n (%)

19,577 (13.7)

3242 (6.4)

16,335 (17.8)

<.001

Community & Neighbors, n (%)

14,237 (10.0)

7008 (13.8)

9027 (7.9)

<.001

Business & Entrepreneurs, n (%)

11,451 (8.0)

6458 (12.7)

7229 (5.4)

<.001

Animals & Pets, n (%)

11,158 (7.8)

2131 (4.2)

9027 (9.9)

<.001

Babies, Kids, & Family, n (%)

6265 (4.4)

1990 (3.9)

4275 (4.7)

<.001

Volunteer & Service, n (%)

5176 (3.6)

2643 (5.2)

2533 (2.8)

<.001

Characteristic
Fundraising

Campaign information

Campaign category (top 8 of 20)

a

Given the non-Gaussian populations, we used Mann-Whitney U, chi-square, and Fisher exact tests to detect statistical differences among the three
groups.

Creators of COVID-19–related campaigns most commonly
selected the following categories (in descending order by
number of campaigns): (1) Accidents & Emergencies, (2)
Medical, Illness & Healing, (3) Community & Neighbors, (4)
Business & Entrepreneurs, (5) Funerals & Memorials. In total,
19 of the 20 possible GoFundMe categories were represented
in the COVID-19–related campaigns. Accidents & Emergencies
as well as Community & Neighbors and Medical, Illness &
Healing had the earliest peaks (Figure 4A). A week later, the
category Business & Entrepreneurs peaked; however, this
appeared to be driven by an isolated spike on March 24 (Figure
4B). Medical, Illness & Healing peaked next within the
following 2 weeks. As these initial spikes decreased
significantly, Funerals & Memorials campaigns lagged behind
the first peak by 4 weeks. Compared to non-COVID-19–related
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campaigns after March 11, COVID-19–related campaigns had
more campaigns in Accidents & Emergencies, Community &
Neighbors, and Business and Entrepreneurs and fewer
campaigns in Funerals & Memorials and Animals & Pets. Our
NLP analysis provides granular insight into motivators for
campaigns (Table 2). The largest cluster (Cluster 0) was about
community support and fundraising for schools and children in
a time of need. There are also multiple clusters about health
care workers and personal protective equipment (Clusters 7,
11, and 18), small businesses and jobs (Clusters 3, 5, 6, and 9),
as well as funerals and medical costs (Clusters 8, 15, and 17).
We also observed the clustering of likely Spanish-only
campaigns in Cluster 12. Cluster 19, with only 3 campaigns,
likely accounts for outliers among the other campaigns and is
included for completeness.
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Figure 4. COVID-19–related GoFundMe campaigns per category (A) by week and (B) by day. Only the top 8 of the 20 possible categories are shown.
The legend is ordered from most to least common category. Dates on the x-axis start from February 25, as few COVID-19–related campaigns were
present before this date.
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Table 2. Keywords at the center of the 19 clusters of campaigns obtained through the term frequency–inverse document frequency natural language
processing technique and k-means clustering. The top 20 words for each cluster and the number of campaigns per cluster are displayed.
Cluster

Number of campaigns

Top 20 words in the cluster

1

10,421

community, school, support, students, time, need, pandemic, children, money, funds, thank, donation, make,
continue, people, like, year, new, donations, teachers

2

6493

know, time, family, home, work, just, thank, life, need, able, baby, love, cancer, going, like, money, years,
little, pandemic, people

3

4032

business, small, businesses, salon, support, open, time, community, smallbusinessrelief, clients, doors, rent,
thank, able, stay, family, years, close, like, continue

4

3785

families, people, food, need, money, community, family, support, provide, supplies, time, pandemic, children,
funds, feed, affected, work, basic, make, world

5

3715

job, work, pay, rent, money, just, corona, virus, car, bills, need, know, time, thank, able, family, really, lost,
going, well

6

3171

staff, support, bar, time, doors, community, restaurant, family, thank, love, bartenders, know, team, members,
employees, work, close, industry, times, soon

7

2935

healthcare, workers, medical, hospitals, patients, hospital, ppe, nurses, care, supplies, health, masks,
equipment, protective, need, doctors, support, local, lives, working

8

2776

family, father, funeral, passed, away, life, loved, time, dad, 2020, brother, april, expenses, wife, husband,
thank, know, lost, love, friend

9

2613

employees, team, restaurant, support, time, community, staff, family, doors, business, thank, customers,
members, industry, restaurants, fund, work, close, crisis, open

10

2530

food, meals, local, community, restaurants, workers, support, meal, feed, provide, need, people, healthcare,
families, hospital, donations, feeding, pandemic, money, responders

11

1567

masks, mask, hospitals, n95, workers, healthcare, medical, need, face, supplies, ppe, fabric, make, materials,
surgical, sewing, protective, donate, hospital, purchase

12

1553

que, en, la, el, para, por, su, los, se, una, es, lo, mi, las, esta, del, familia, sus, ayuda, todos

13

1320

artists, industry, workers, fund, musicians, relief, support, community, music, service, work, people, need,
funds, income, time, restaurant, financial, pandemic, assistance

14

1187

surgery, vet, dog, pain, just, life, time, know, needs, leg, family, right, old, emergency, hospital, work, going,
need, cancer, tumor

15

1175

hospital, family, medical, bills, ventilator, time, blood, home, days, care, icu, prayers, thank, know, heart,
life, doctors, weeks, positive, april

16

871

difference, contribution, benefit, cause, join, impact, raising, advance, thanks, making, means, donation,
make, money, want, information, food, america, foundation, community

17

867

mother, family, mom, time, lost, funeral, life, thank, home, sister, daughter, know, children, son, passed,
single, years, friend, work, care

18

749

shields, face, 3d, shield, ppe, printing, printer, printers, materials, masks, workers, medical, hospitals,
healthcare, filament, produce, print, equipment, production, need

19

3

quarnatines, exposure, 14, response, self, support, consider, donating, days, stay, want, virus, home, family,
time, alejandro, eua, eubank, eubanks, eu

Principal Findings

et al [17], we agree that crowdfunding serves as a lens for the
affective responses to the pandemic, showing both the economic
uncertainties and the anxieties within a community.

Early in the COVID-19 pandemic, COVID-19–related
campaigns were created more frequently. There was a substantial
increase in overall GoFundMe web-based crowdfunding
campaigns in March, mostly attributable to COVID-19–related
campaigns. COVID-19–related campaigns raised more money
than other campaigns, had longer narrative descriptions, and
were more likely to be shared on Facebook. However, as the
COVID-19 pandemic progressed, we suspect that the novelty
of these campaigns wore off. As COVID-19 became a familiar
and ubiquitous problem, the number of campaigns per
COVID-19 case declined across all states. As proposed by Elmer

We speculate that as in commercial advertising, the creativity
and novelty of a campaign as well as its quick diffusion play
major roles in the campaign’s success, enabling it to progress
from “friend and family funding” to crowdfunding. The
subsequently declining number of COVID-19–related campaigns
may be explained by potential campaign developers weighing
the effort required to create a campaign with a shrinking
potential for reward. Initially, the novelty and early shock of
COVID-19 cases provided the chance for a campaign to “go
viral”; reach many people, especially through social media; and
generate large donations. Social media and mobilizing users

Discussion
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outside the immediate family and friend network are key to
attract the attention of a larger group of funders [18] and achieve
crowdfunding success [19]. In fact, the use of social media has
been shown to predict the volume of emergency relief donations
in cases of natural disasters more accurately than conventional
techniques, highlighting the importance of quick diffusion [10].
As the issue became widespread and the ability to set a campaign
apart as a worthy cause became more difficult, the effort (cost)
of creating a campaign may have been outweighed by the
perceived likelihood of funding. As others have found, the
concept of worthiness and augmenting one’s “illness narrative”
become important factors in generating campaign appeal,
influence, and ultimately fundraising success [6,20-22]. The
states with the earliest disease burden had the fewest campaigns
per case, indicating a lack of case-dependent response; this
supports the premise that potential campaign designers perceive
common illnesses as less likely to receive the attention of donors
over time.
We recognize that the impetus for crowdfunding is a complex
interplay of many factors. Campaigns may be generated for an
individual, multiple individuals, an institution such as a business,
or a larger community. External factors such as government
readiness, supply shortages, and lockdowns may play roles in
campaign incidence. However, the rapid rise and fall in
campaigns over a timeline of two or three weeks in nearly all
states points to a reactionary, affective community response; it
also indicates that the external factors were not meaningfully
reversed or corrected during this time. The gravity and
magnitude of the event likely sparked reactions of desperation,
fear, and anticipation that motivated campaigners to turn reaction
to action, especially with the possibility of the absence of other
immediate alternatives early on.
Although web-based crowdfunding raises millions of dollars,
our study suggests that it may function as a financial safety net
for a limited subset of beneficiaries. First, there is ample
evidence that crowdfunding success disproportionately benefits
those in areas with high socioeconomic status and those with
the internet and media literacy necessary to portray beneficiaries
as worthy [6,21-23]. Second, medical expenses alone due to
COVID-19 in the United States are estimated to be in excess
of $163 billion if 20% of the population is infected (on August
26, 2020, approximately 1.8% of the population had a confirmed
infection) [24]. Rather, crowdfunding more likely functions as
a weathervane indicating a community in distress. As Elmer et
al [17] noted, “while clearly producing an economic crisis for
governments, communities, families, companies and individuals,
the [COVID-19] crisis is rooted in issues of community health.”
Further, crowdfunding is heavily swayed by marketing and
storytelling, as it points a majority of funds toward a few cases
(when these elements converge to virality) rather than aiding
the many [11,25].
The large number of categories for COVID-19–related
GoFundMe campaigns tells a poignant story of the broad,
destructive effect that COVID-19 has had on society. Beyond
creating the need to cover unexpected and costly medical
expenses, the COVID-19 pandemic devastated small
businesses, greatly increased unemployment, created food and
housing insecurities, generated unexpected expenses such as
http://www.jmir.org/2021/2/e25429/
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funeral costs, and increased debt [5]. The campaign categories
reflected the progression of the COVID-19 funding response,
with the earliest peaks for accidents and emergencies and late
growth and plateaus for funerals and memorials. Our NLP
analysis provides further evidence of the content of the
campaigns, as the clusters identified align with the specified
categories listed.
The spike in small business campaigns was likely heavily based
around the launch of the Small Business Relief Initiative on
March 24, 2020 [26], and specifically, its GoFundMe.org (the
charitable arm of GoFundMe) Small Business Relief Fund. The
relief fund provided “one-time $500 matching grants to
qualifying small businesses that created a fundraiser through
the Small Business Relief Initiative or already had an existing
GoFundMe until the relief fund [was] depleted.” For
“fundraisers started prior to this announcement or outside of
this partnership, the organizer [could] update their fundraiser
description with the hashtag #SmallBusinessRelief to receive
funds,” which likely accounted for the presence of this phrase
in Cluster 3 in our NLP analysis. Importantly, another part of
the initiative involved automatically creating fundraisers for
small businesses with Yelp pages, where customers could donate
directly on Yelp or on GoFundMe; however, because we only
scraped GoFundMe-based campaigns that included a
user-generated narrative, these fundraisers were not part of our
dataset.
As newly generated GoFundMe campaigns showed a temporal
association with the effect of the COVID-19 pandemic on
society, we contemplated that GoFundMe campaigns may serve
as an early indicator of a community in distress. To explore this,
we isolated campaigns from communities that were affected by
a natural disaster, including Puerto Rico (earthquake from
January 6-7, 2020), Nashville (tornado from March 2-3, 2020),
and Mississippi (tornado from April 12-13, 2020). We were
able to discern an immediate peak for GoFundMe campaigns
following each event (Figure S1, Multimedia Appendix 1).
Although GoFundMe campaigns failed to meet the needs of
those seeking support, as demonstrated by the small fraction of
funding goals met by the data extraction date, the signal of new
campaigns at and after times of distress can provide unique
insight into the community affected. The organic, user-generated
content of these campaigns can inform both direct emerging
needs (whether resource-related or financial) as well as the
societal perception and sentiment in a time of crisis [17]. This
signal does not appear to be limited to medical emergencies but
also extends to natural disasters. Future research will show
which types of negative events that affect communities are
reflected by a spike in GoFundMe campaigns and how the
content of the campaigns can be leveraged systematically.

Limitations
Although we were able to analyze the full available set of
GoFundMe campaigns, which strengthened our study, it had
several limitations. Web-based crowdfunding only provides a
lens to view those who have access to the technical and social
resources to be a part of a crowdfunding campaign (either to
create and coordinate a campaign directly or to be connected
to another person who can fulfill that role). Therefore, only a
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subset of the population experiencing unmet financial strain or
needs is represented. Moreover, we used data from one
crowdfunding platform only. Although GoFundMe is the largest
platform in the United States by number of campaigns, our study
may have suffered from selection bias. Because of the large
number of campaigns, we are unable to validate that campaigns
using COVID-19–related keywords were indeed designed to
mitigate the effect of COVID-19. Although we note significant
differences in campaign and funding characteristics between
COVID-19–related and non–COVID-19–related campaigns,
future work will be important to further understand reasons for
these differences and their implications in long-term
crowdfunding. Finally, we only analyzed the first few months
of COVID-19–related campaigns; therefore, more longitudinal
analysis will be important to understand more completely how
peaks and troughs in COVID-19 incidence nationally and in
more granular communities affect campaign frequency.
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COVID-19 pandemic. However, as disease spread persisted and
economic burden continued to grow nationally, the creation of
new campaigns faded. Web-based crowdfunding appears to be
a stopgap for only a minority of campaigners. The novelty of
an emergency likely impacts both campaign initiation and
crowdfunding success, as it reflects the affective response of a
community.
More importantly than its rather weak effect of mitigating the
effect of the crisis, crowdfunding activity likely provides an
early signal of the emerging needs and societal sentiment of
communities in acute distress. This activity could be monitored
by local, state, and federal government agencies, such as the
Federal Emergency Management Association (FEMA), to
provided targeted support and policy. Future research will
determine what emergencies generate the strongest signals in
crowdfunding activities and how content can be leveraged
systematically.

Conclusions
Web-based crowdfunding activity leverages galvanized public
reaction early in a public health emergency such as the

Authors' Contributions
SS and RJM conceived and designed the study and acquired the data. SNS analyzed and interpretated the data. SNS and CUL
prepared the manuscript. All authors read and approved the final manuscript.

Conflicts of Interest
CUL reports stock ownership in Celanese Corporation and Colfax Corporation. RJM has received research funding from Verily
Life Sciences and research grants from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. The remaining author has no conflicts
to declare.

Multimedia Appendix 1
Supplementary tables and figures.
[DOCX File , 526 KB-Multimedia Appendix 1]

References
1.
2.

3.
4.
5.

6.

7.
8.
9.

Emanuel EJ, Persad G, Upshur R, Thome B, Parker M, Glickman A, et al. Fair allocation of scarce medical resources in
the time of Covid-19. N Engl J Med 2020 May 21;382(21):2049-2055. [doi: 10.1056/nejmsb2005114]
Almost 25 million jobs could be lost worldwide as a result of COVID-19, says ILO. International Labour Organization.
2020 Mar 18. URL: https://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/newsroom/news/WCMS_738742/lang--en/index.htm [accessed
2020-08-24]
Tappe A. 30 million Americans have filed initial unemployment claims since mid-March. CNN Business. 2020 Apr 30.
URL: https://www.cnn.com/2020/04/30/economy/unemployment-benefits-coronavirus/index.html [accessed 2020-07-01]
Sherwan, Erik. Coronavirus wreaks havoc on Chinese food producers, sending inflation soaring. Fortune. 2020 Feb 15.
URL: https://fortune.com/2020/02/15/china-coronavirus-business-impact-inflation-economy/ [accessed 2020-07-13]
Nicola M, Alsafi Z, Sohrabi C, Kerwan A, Al-Jabir A, Iosifidis C, et al. The socio-economic implications of the coronavirus
pandemic (COVID-19): a review. Int J Surg 2020 Jun;78:185-193 [FREE Full text] [doi: 10.1016/j.ijsu.2020.04.018]
[Medline: 32305533]
Saleh SN, Ajufo E, Lehmann CU, Medford RJ. A comparison of online medical crowdfunding in Canada, the UK, and the
US. JAMA Netw Open 2020 Oct 01;3(10):e2021684 [FREE Full text] [doi: 10.1001/jamanetworkopen.2020.21684]
[Medline: 33104206]
Bassani G, Marinelli N, Vismara S. Crowdfunding in healthcare. J Technol Transf 2018 Apr 20;44(4):1290-1310. [doi:
10.1007/s10961-018-9663-7]
Radu M, McManus L. Bridging social capital through the techno-subsystem: a qualitative analysis of GoFundMe requests
for hurricane relief. J Family Strengths 2019;19(1):Article 9 [FREE Full text] [doi: 10.1017/cbo9780511815447.003]
Rhue L, Robert L. Emotional Delivery in Pro-social Crowdfunding Success. In: CHI EA '18: Extended Abstracts of the
2018 CHI Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems.: ACM; 2018 Presented at: 2018 CHI Conference on
Human Factors in Computing Systems; April 21-26, 2018; Montréal, QC p. 1-6. [doi: 10.1145/3170427.3188534]

http://www.jmir.org/2021/2/e25429/

XSL• FO
RenderX

J Med Internet Res 2021 | vol. 23 | iss. 2 | e25429 | p. 10
(page number not for citation purposes)

JOURNAL OF MEDICAL INTERNET RESEARCH
10.
11.
12.

13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.

19.
20.

21.
22.
23.

24.

25.
26.

Saleh et al

Korolov R, Peabody J, Lavoie A, Das S, Magdon-Ismail M, Wallace W. Predicting charitable donations using social media.
Soc Netw Anal Min 2016 Jun 6;6(1):31. [doi: 10.1007/s13278-016-0341-1]
Nathaniel P, Taylor L. GoFundMe Confronts Coronavirus Demand. The New York Times. 2020 Mar 26. URL: https:/
/www.nytimes.com/2020/03/26/style/gofundme-coronavirus.html [accessed 2020-07-13]
Ainsley H. GoFundMe keeps gobbling up competitors, says it's "very good for the market". Fast Company. 2018 Apr 04.
URL: https://www.fastcompany.com/40554199/gofundme-keeps-gobbling-up-competitors-says-its-very-good-for-the-market
[accessed 2021-02-03]
Beautiful Soup. Crummy: The Site. URL: https://www.crummy.com/software/BeautifulSoup/bs4/ [accessed 2021-02-03]
Lane H, Howard C, Hapke H. Natural Language Processing in Action: Understanding, Analyzing, and Generating Text
with Python. Shelter Island, NY: Manning Publications Co; 2019.
Sammut C, Webb GI, editors. TF–IDF. In: Encyclopedia of Machine Learning. Boston, MA: Springer; 2011.
Likas A, Vlassis N, J. Verbeek J. The global k-means clustering algorithm. Pattern Recognit 2003 Feb;36(2):451-461. [doi:
10.1016/s0031-3203(02)00060-2]
Elmer G, Ward-Kimola S, Burton AG. Crowdfunding during COVID-19: An international comparison of online fundraising.
FM 2020 Oct 16. [doi: 10.5210/fm.v25i11.10869]
Borst I, Moser C, Ferguson J. From friendfunding to crowdfunding: relevance of relationships, social media, and platform
activities to crowdfunding performance. New Media Soc 2018 Apr;20(4):1396-1414 [FREE Full text] [doi:
10.1177/1461444817694599] [Medline: 30581357]
Di PF, Spagnoletti P, Prencipe A. Fundraising across digital dividevidences from charity crowdfunding. In: Lazazzara A,
Nacamulli R, Rossignoli C, Za S, editors. Organizing for Digital Innovation. Cham, Switzerland: Springer; 2019:111-124.
Suzanne W. American health care tragedies are taking over crowdfunding. Bloomberg. 2017 Jun 12. URL: https://www.
bloomberg.com/news/articles/2017-06-12/america-s-health-care-crisis-is-a-gold-mine-for-crowdfunding [accessed
2021-02-03]
Berliner LS, Kenworthy NJ. Producing a worthy illness: Personal crowdfunding amidst financial crisis. Soc Sci Med 2017
Aug;187:233-242. [doi: 10.1016/j.socscimed.2017.02.008] [Medline: 28274601]
Lukk M, Schneiderhan E, Soares J. Worthy? Crowdfunding the Canadian health care and education sectors. Can Rev Sociol
2018 Aug 09;55(3):404-424. [doi: 10.1111/cars.12210] [Medline: 29984886]
Silver ER, Truong HQ, Ostvar S, Hur C, Tatonetti NP. Association of Neighborhood Deprivation Index With Success in
Cancer Care Crowdfunding. JAMA Netw Open 2020 Dec 01;3(12):e2026946. [doi: 10.1001/jamanetworkopen.2020.26946]
[Medline: 33270122]
Bartsch SM, Ferguson MC, McKinnell JA, O'Shea KJ, Wedlock PT, Siegmund SS, et al. The potential health care costs
and resource use associated with COVID-19 in the United States. Health Aff 2020 Jun 01;39(6):927-935. [doi:
10.1377/hlthaff.2020.00426]
Sumin L, Vili L. New digital safety net or just more ‘friendfunding’? Institutional analysis of medical crowdfunding in the
United States. OSF. Preprint posted online on April 6, 2020. [doi: 10.31219/osf.io/9kecq]
GoFundMe Launches Relief Initiative to Help Small Business Impacted By COVID-19 in Partnership with Yelp. Business
Wire. 2020 Mar 24. URL: https://www.businesswire.com/news/home/20200324005364/en/
GoFundMe-Launches-Relief-Initiative-Small-Business-Impacted [accessed 2020-07-13]

Abbreviations
FEMA: Federal Emergency Management Association
NLP: natural language processing
TF-IDF: term frequency–inverse document frequency

Edited by G Eysenbach; submitted 01.11.20; peer-reviewed by M Lukk, J Olsen, I Idris; comments to author 23.11.20; revised version
received 23.12.20; accepted 29.01.21; published 09.02.21
Please cite as:
Saleh SN, Lehmann CU, Medford RJ
Early Crowdfunding Response to the COVID-19 Pandemic: Cross-sectional Study
J Med Internet Res 2021;23(2):e25429
URL: http://www.jmir.org/2021/2/e25429/
doi: 10.2196/25429
PMID: 33523826

http://www.jmir.org/2021/2/e25429/

XSL• FO
RenderX

J Med Internet Res 2021 | vol. 23 | iss. 2 | e25429 | p. 11
(page number not for citation purposes)

JOURNAL OF MEDICAL INTERNET RESEARCH

Saleh et al

©Sameh Nagui Saleh, Christoph U Lehmann, Richard J Medford. Originally published in the Journal of Medical Internet Research
(http://www.jmir.org), 09.02.2021. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution
License (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any
medium, provided the original work, first published in the Journal of Medical Internet Research, is properly cited. The complete
bibliographic information, a link to the original publication on http://www.jmir.org/, as well as this copyright and license information
must be included.

http://www.jmir.org/2021/2/e25429/

XSL• FO
RenderX

J Med Internet Res 2021 | vol. 23 | iss. 2 | e25429 | p. 12
(page number not for citation purposes)

