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COMMUNICATING CAUSES

Non-proﬁt organizations (NPOs) across the world are facing criticism alongside
approbation. In order for NPOs to eﬀectively support their causes, they require
public trust. The editors of this book have persuaded PR experts from the UK and
around the world, from a variety of PR specialisms operating across diﬀerent
organizational forms, to share their knowledge and experience. These contributions
are scaﬀolded with authoritative academic and practical advice, as well as solutions.
The book starts with foundations that underpin communications for causes.
These include arguments that support the importance of non-proﬁts in civil
society; lessons in corporate governance; and a new approach to issues management. PR planning subjects tailored, or speciﬁc, to the sector include: strategic
global communications planning; agile digital communications; branding internal
communications and the securing of meaningful outcomes. Corporate partnerships
are examined with a new ‘Fit to Partner Test’ and consideration of the mandated
corporate social responsibility (CSR) in India, corporate volunteering in Brazil, and
CSR in South Africa. Relations between governments and non-proﬁts are also
considered, both generally and with a particular focus on China.
Communicating Causes looks at eﬀective strategy and practice of PR in the modern
non-proﬁt. Including forewords by both John Grounds and Jon Snow, the expert
perspectives oﬀered in this book provide valuable support to current and future
communicators.
Nicky Garsten is Senior Lecturer at the University of Greenwich, London. She
directs the BA (Hons) in Public Relations and Communications, and is co-founder
and leader of the module, ‘Third Sector PR’. Coming from a background of senior
roles in non-proﬁt strategic communications, she publishes and presents academic
research on non-proﬁt communications.
Ian Bruce is President and Founder of the Centre for Charity Eﬀectiveness at Cass
Business School, City, University of London and Vice President Royal National
Institute of Blind People (RNIB). Previously, he was CEO of RNIB & Volunteering England, assistant CEO of a London Borough and has authored four books,
alongside many chapters and articles.
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The expansion of the many forms of non-governmental organisations at local,
national and international levels has created many challenges for communicators.
Garsten and Bruce have brought together expertise from around the world to
address key issues in this welcome and well-structured new volume.
Tom Watson, PhD, Emeritus Professor, Faculty of Media &
Communication, Bournemouth University, England
Nicky Garsten and Ian Bruce combine national and international examples with
academic research to show how non-proﬁts can communicate their cause in a
clear, engaging and eﬀective way, thus attracting support and changing society for
the better. This book is an excellent read for the non-proﬁt communications professionals who want to polish their messaging, understand their audiences better
and improve how they measure the eﬀectiveness of their communications.
Lynda Thomas, Chief Executive, Macmillan Cancer Support, UK
In our ever-congested world only those causes that truly resonate will be ultimately
sustainable. Garsten and Bruce skilfully articulate both the justiﬁcation and the
beneﬁts that accrue form the proper application of strategic public relations to the
eﬀective promotion of good causes. A ‘must read’ for all social marketers,
campaigners, fundraisers and anyone concerned to get their message across in a
clear and eﬀective manner.
Dr Stephen Lee, Professor of Voluntary Sector Management,
Cass Business School, City, University of London
Non-proﬁts operate in challenging environments, which call for highly skilled,
strategic and adaptable communicators. Communicating Causes is a comprehensive
guide grounded in theory, but brought to life with real-world examples. A
thought-provoking read emphasising what we can achieve in the sector.
Beth Andlaw, Head of Third Sector at The PHA Group
Communicating Causes is an incredibly useful book for those wishing to gain a deeper
understanding of the ‘why’ as well as the ‘how’ of strategic communications in the
non-proﬁt sector. It balances the theory behind the strategy with practical advice and
case studies, addressing the major issues facing communications professionals in the
current non-proﬁt environment.
Fiona Young, Head of Media & Communications, Social Enterprise UK

Taylor and Francis: Not For Distribution

COMMUNICATING
CAUSES
Strategic Public Relations for the
Non-Proﬁt Sector

Edited by Nicky Garsten and Ian Bruce

Taylor and Francis: Not For Distribution

First published 2018
by Routledge
2 Park Square, Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon OX14 4RN
and by Routledge
711 Third Avenue, New York, NY 10017
Routledge is an imprint of the Taylor & Francis Group, an informa business
© 2018 selection and editorial matter, Nicky Garsten and Ian Bruce; individual
chapters, the contributors
The right of Nicky Garsten and Ian Bruce to be identiﬁed as the authors of the
editorial material, and of the authors for their individual chapters, has been
asserted in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, Designs and
Patents Act 1988.
All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or reproduced or
utilised in any form or by any electronic, mechanical, or other means, now
known or hereafter invented, including photocopying and recording, or in any
information storage or retrieval system, without permission in writing from the
publishers.
Trademark notice: Product or corporate names may be trademarks or registered
trademarks, and are used only for identiﬁcation and explanation without intent to
infringe.
British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library
Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
A catalog record has been requested for this book
ISBN: 978-0-8153-9400-6 (hbk)
ISBN: 978-0-8153-9401-3 (pbk)
ISBN: 978-1-351-02222-4 (ebk)
Typeset in Bembo
by Taylor & Francis Books

Taylor and Francis: Not For Distribution

4
BEYOND CLICKS FOR CAUSES
Enabling agile digital communications
Ann Longley and Tove Nordström

Introduction: the daunting pace of change
The non-proﬁt sector plays a vital role in society. However, its survival and eﬀectiveness increasingly depends on its ability to assess, master and deploy digital
technologies. Digital technology is driving unprecedented change causing all media
to converge (Jenkins 2006) whilst enabling new entrants to establish themselves
quickly and with relative ease. Non-proﬁt organizations failing to adapt to digital
opportunities and threats may face obsolescence (Bull et al. 2015), whilst non-proﬁt
employees with easily replicable skills may increasingly become redundant. By 2025,
25 per cent of jobs could be lost to robots and automation (Thibodeau 2014).
Strategic use of digital platforms and tools can help non-proﬁts engage and reach their
audiences, help diversify income streams and gain much needed eﬃciencies. With
non-proﬁt income in the UK under pressure since 2009 (NCVO 2015), their use is
about future prooﬁng, not just communications, but the organization as a whole.
Due to the complex, fast-moving nature of the digital landscape and the
uncertainty it brings, non-proﬁts need to change their cultures to keep pace.
They need digitally mature cultures putting technical and ‘customer’ considerations
upfront, ensuring they remain relevant by being nimble enough to exploit
suitable digital technologies for strategic communications and other core purposes. Organizational-wide transformation is needed to embed this cultural shift.
Communications professionals have an important role to play in the change
process as non-proﬁts must adopt digitally enriched internal and external communications to thrive in the digital age.
To respond to tech-fuelled 21st century societal changes and to support the
development of digitally mature cultures, a new digital communications model for
the non-proﬁt sector is needed. The Agile Digital Communications Approach
(ADCA) is introduced here as a means for non-proﬁts to be sustainable now and
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in the future. It has been created to help non-proﬁts keep up with ever-evolving
technology, use data to become more eﬃcient, and prove their delivery of results.
The model stretches beyond catalyzing ‘clicktivism’, the phenomenon whereby the
public shows support for causes with ‘clicks’ but no other actions (Howard 2014),
to address how non-proﬁts use digital communications techniques and channels to
raise awareness, build communities of advocates, deliver services, and raise funds.
This conceptual model is inspired by the agile movement, a philosophy and set of
principles for software development putting customer needs at its heart. It espouses
collaborating with customers and empowering capable teams using face to face
communication (Agile Manifesto 2001). Agile principles are so apt, they have
inspired business leaders to advocate creating agile enterprises capable of adapting to
fast changing market conditions (McKinsey 2017). They are equally relevant for
non-proﬁts who are also impacted by these changes.

The importance of digital strategy
Non-proﬁts today need digital capabilities in place to ensure they deliver their
missions. A digital strategy is needed, but it should not be a separate entity. It
should be fully integrated into organizational masterplans and operating models
demonstrating how digital will support and deliver strategy seamlessly across all
functions including communications. The majority of UK non-proﬁts believe
digital tools and technology will change the sector signiﬁcantly, yet half have no
digital strategy (Amar and Evans 2017). With many non-proﬁts boards failing to
grasp the importance and magnitude of the challenge, the issue has become one of
governance (Amar 2016). Digital skills are low or in need of improvement on
71 per cent of boards (Amar and Evans 2017). They worry about missing out on
opportunities for digital fundraising, giving competitors an advantage, or even
becoming irrelevant. 47 per cent think their non-proﬁt is not agile enough and
recognize their culture needs changing (Amar and Evans 2017).

Digitally enriched fundraising
With lack of resources, skills and funding being the biggest barriers to getting more
from digital, many non-proﬁts are falling behind. This situation is exacerbated by
competition from digitally savvy organizations encroaching on the traditional giftgiving territory: technology-led companies, high-proﬁle individuals and others
crowdfunding directly for causes. Competitors may increase their share of donations through smart use of digital technology; 61 per cent of UK non-proﬁts rate
their digital fundraising skills as fair to low and a majority state their IT infrastructure needs improving (Amar and Evans, 2017). Managing data security and
privacy is vital as supporters may not be willing to give regularly to organizations
viewed as vulnerable to cyberattacks. Despite these concerns, the majority of nonproﬁts believe developing digital skills would help increase fundraising, grow their
networks, and deliver their strategy more eﬀectively (ibid.).
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Brave leadership is needed
To become digitally mature, non-proﬁts need to invest in transformation,
focusing on people and culture as much as technology. Courageous leadership
from CEOs is essential if digital is to take root and become intrinsic to all functions. Breaking down departmental boundaries to ensure cross-team collaboration
is a key outcome of successful transformation. Organizational changes, including
the ability to co-create campaigns or services with colleagues in other departments, may be resisted due to fear or confusion about expectations, and adherence to outmoded structures. Whilst resistance to change is inevitable, it can and
must be worked though.

Learning from others
In spite of cultural diﬀerences, non-proﬁts can learn from organizations who put
digital ﬁrst. Forward-thinking non-proﬁts are building agility and eﬃciency into
their DNA with the use of high-growth ‘start-up’ business practices and design
thinking which can also be applied to solving social problems (Yoo 2016). Agile
methods have been applied to communications (van Ruler 2014) with The Reﬂective Communications Scrum demonstrating their relevance and adaptability. Equally,
The Lean Startup’s entrepreneurial practices (Ries 2011) which strive to maximize
progress with minimal resources when developing new products are also highly
relevant to the sector (Simcock 2016).

Attaining digital maturity
If non-proﬁt organizations are to be able to become digitally mature, they need
new structures and ways of working as well as new skill sets. When introducing
lean and agile practices into non-proﬁts, consider adapting the terminology to
improve the likelihood of its acceptance by colleagues who may be sceptical
about its relevance. Capacity building and clear behavioural expectations (for
instance, for collaboration) are critical. Empowering skilled people to push
boundaries, and learn through doing, whilst analysing relevant data, is paramount.
All of the above must be communicated eﬀectively through internal communications and proactive employee engagement programmes. Collaborative digital
tools can play a supporting role, but face-to-face communications must take
precedence.
Senior managers must recognize that digital is a powerful enabler of all aspects of
organizational strategy and learn to use it to achieve strategic goals. They also need
to recognize that disruptive innovation may threaten business as usual (International
Civil Society Centre 2013; Christiansen et al. 2015) and take steps to mitigate risks.
Communication leaders need strategic oversight to ensure their organizations’
reputations are protected, and operational involvement, so stakeholders are
engaged eﬀectively with communications.
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Digital communications challenges and opportunities
The Internet has transformed and revolutionized communications irrevocably,
triggering the need for a new approach. Traditional media channels still deliver
value, but digital media fragments and augments it. A new generation of stakeholders consume media in radically diﬀerent ways (Tapscott 2009). Unlike passive
audiences of the past, stakeholders now actively shape and convey brand messages
creating their own content. Internet access via mobile has exceeded desktop
access globally (Stat Counter 2016), and consequently, non-proﬁts can now be
present in almost everyone’s pockets (GSMA 2017). A donation is just one click
away from well-placed content, underscoring the need for responsive design
(Marcotte 2010).

New channels and features
The Internet has catalyzed a host of new channels including social networking
sites, most notably Facebook, functionality (like search), formats including blogs,
forums and email, and tools such as apps, voice activated assistants and chatbots.
They all connect the public, whilst oﬀering non-proﬁt organizations increased
possibilities for transparency and new ways of creating social value and impact.
Crucially, websites, social networking sites, messaging services and apps give
organizations the ability to publish content directly and build unmediated relationships with their stakeholders. New functionality and features are constantly added
than can beneﬁt communications eﬀorts (Phillips and Young 2009). Facebook
and other major players like Apple are supporting non-proﬁts by rolling out
frictionless donation mechanisms on their platforms (Zillman 2015) making them
attractive partners. The low access cost is a major attraction for non-proﬁts
(Curtis et al. 2010).

Listening and responding
The Internet also enables listening and responding to stakeholders in real time
(Coombs and Holladay 2010), which is important as discussions about non-proﬁts
and the causes they address occur online (Brown 2009). Non-proﬁts can gain insight
and build trust by joining relevant conversations (Scoble and Israel 2006). For Cancer
Research UK, listening online highlighted a signiﬁcant fundraising opportunity.

CASE STUDY 4.1: CANCER RESEARCH UK’S
#NOMAKEUPSELFIE
Cancer Research UK (CRUK) made internet history when it raised £8m in six
days on the back of an Internet trend which became associated with its brand
(Press Association 2014). Above all, it shows the importance of scanning the
online environment for opportunities, the power and potential for seeding and
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growing ideas online, and the need for organizational agility to respond to
such opportunities quickly.
#NoMakeUpSelﬁes (NMUS) began appearing online organically around
2012 relating to discussions about the pressure on women to maintain their
appearance. In 2014, a young mum created a page on Facebook linking the
trend to cancer awareness. Women were encouraged to post NMUS and make
a donation to CRUK. The message struck a chord and the call to action began
spreading online on a peer-to-peer basis.
People started asking CRUK if it was involved. CRUK quickly set up a mobile
donation channel advising the public to ‘Text Beat to donate £3’. Employees
responded to public comments online about how the money would be used
with handwritten signs. They thanked the public at every milestone as the
organic campaign grew. Celebrities got involved sharing their own NMUS and
the text to donate code and UK media started picking up the campaign. CRUK
then supported the activity with paid social media to further increase reach and
maximize fundraising. The campaign helped increase the size of CRUK’s social
communities signiﬁcantly and created a huge spike in website visits and donations. The success was based on CRUK’s fast, authentic and personal response
(Digital Training Academy 2014) to a non-planned campaign. It was a grassroots initiative that CRUK was nimble enough to embrace.

Two-way communications and beyond
Trusting relationships require transparency (Welch 2006), subsequently generating
commitment and collaboration. These aspects are crucial if non-proﬁts are to
receive long-term public support (Edwards 2006). Lack of transparency can damage
credibility and stakeholder relationships (Sweetser 2010). Despite an increased
interest in the use of social media relating to transparency, Gandía (2011) argues
that many non-proﬁts are missing out on this opportunity.
In 1984, Grunig and Hunt recommended the two-way symmetric model of
communication, advocating mutual understanding and dialogue as the one to
aspire towards in terms of best practice and ethics. In 2009, Grunig went on to
highlight the signiﬁcance social media could have on two-way communication
bestowing public relations with a more interactive, global, strategic, and socially
responsible approach. Whilst two-way communication with stakeholders can help
create an open transparent organization, this dynamic also makes it more diﬃcult
to hide public concerns. Phillips and Young (2009: 157) argue that ‘your brand is
no stronger than your reputation and will increasingly depend on what comes up
when you are Googled’. In this context, the ability to build a strong brand online
generating advocacy from stakeholders, such as donors and volunteers, is crucial.
Word of mouth is proven to be more eﬀective than advertising (Nielsen 2015), so
inspiring the public to participate and share a non-proﬁt’s messages can be highly
eﬀective. However, although desirable, this outcome is impossible to guarantee as
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communications now take place as ‘a multi-way diachronic process of ongoing
construction of meaning in which one cannot foresee who is – or will be –
involved, in what way, and what the results will be’ (van Ruler, 2014).

Stakeholder diversity
Audiences that may not initially be seen as key stakeholders can become important
when they engage in discussions that aﬀect the organization’s primary stakeholders
and their interests (Jensen 2001). Ihlen et al. (2009: 142) observe those who ‘do not
seem like stakeholders at the present, might choose to take an interest in a company
at a later stage’. Social media should therefore be seen to encourage a three-way
model of communication allowing third parties to share and receive messages on a
peer-to-peer basis (Ferber et al. 2007). To maximize their impact, non-proﬁts can
now bolster their communications by embracing the full potential of social communications to enable the spread of content directly via third parties, and on a
peer-to-peer basis (Jenkins et al. 2013).

Opening up communications
Blogs and podcasts can be cost-eﬀective ways to reach new audiences (Ingenhoﬀ
and Koelling 2009). They also help organizations come across as more human
(Scoble and Israel 2006) as they are delivered directly. For ‘humanization’ to occur,
it is essential to maintain a high level of authenticity with real people discussing real
issues (Kanter and Fine 2010). That means empowering employees and other
stakeholders to create content and embrace the art of listening. Social media is a
perfect platform to observe what competitors are doing as well as learn what kind
of content stakeholders ﬁnd interesting and what channels they use. People’s ideas,
behaviours and questions can subsequently be used to engage in conversations,
enrich content and inform new services. Kanter and Fine (2010: 10) argue that
conversations are vital to non-proﬁts since ‘conversations activate the natural creativity and passion that people bring to causes they care about’. These possibilities
are supercharged by live video streaming now available on most major social
networks.
Similarly, Jenkins (2006) emphasized the importance of participatory culture and
spreadable media. Grassroots participatory approaches enabled by social media like
the NMUS are just as important for the future of non-proﬁt communications as
top down ones have been in the past. They are important as, in addition to raising
awareness, they can encourage people to take action (Lovejoy and Saxon 2012).
The digital revolution brings with it innovative technologies, tools and tactics that
help non-proﬁts to achieve their communications and fundraising objectives whilst
becoming more eﬃcient, transparent and accountable. Emerging mediums like
virtual and augmented reality build empathy through highly immersive brand
experiences that help raise funds (Petronzio 2017; Overly 2016). The UN’s
‘Clouds Over Sidra’ Virtual Reality ﬁlm engaged the audience in life as a Syrian
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refugee, raising $3.8m and surpassing its $2.2m target. Marketing automation and
artiﬁcial intelligence supercharge some public relations tasks and so should be integrated into non-proﬁts’ communications workﬂow to aid eﬃciency. Technologies
such as contactless payments, mobile wallets and blockchain are transforming
ﬁnancial workﬂows, from fundraising to dispersal (Allison 2017) enabling a greater
degree of transparency disrupting traditional operations.

CASE STUDY 4.2: ST MUNGO’S USE OF BLOCKCHAIN
St Mungo’s, a UK charity tackling homelessness, is working with social tech
start up Alice.si using smart contracts on the Ethereum public blockchain to
give donors visibility of the impact of their donations. St Mungo’s is using the
tech for an innovative trial appeal helping 15 homeless people rebuild their
lives (Allison 2017). Using blockchain, donations are, in effect, ‘frozen’ until St
Mungo’s can demonstrate they have achieved their aims.
The technology makes the performance of the projects public and auditable.
Funds are disbursed according to the completion of pre-set goals. If the goals
are not achieved, the donors get their money back. Speciﬁc goals include
helping the homeless individuals ﬁnd and then stay in a new home, with individual support provided for up to six months after they move in to help them
transition. Other goals entail treatment for substance misuse or mental health
issues if needed.
To avoid the volatility of cryptocurrencies dispersed via blockchain, public
donations are made in pounds sterling using debit or credit cards. The trial is
being run in partnership with the Greater London Authority and the Financial
Conduct Authority, within its sandbox programme, with additional support from
the Nominet Trust.
This project is noteworthy due to the transformative beneﬁts of using
blockchain to rebuild public trust. The approach also allows St Mungo’s to
give people the personalised support they need to rebuild their lives.
Although the outcome of this trial is as yet unclear, it is included here due
to its potential to disrupt traditional operating models. It shows how
experimentation with digital tech may lead to radically new ways of working,
generating completely new communications’ narratives and conversations
with the public.

The Charity Aid Foundation (CAF) has been exploring the potential of blockchain
through a number of papers including ‘Losing the middle but keeping the heart:
Blockchain, DAOs and the future decentralisation of charity’. It explores how new
organizational forms such as Distributed or Decentralized Autonomous Organizations (DAO) made possible by blockchain may help improve trust (Davies 2017)
through transparency. The St Mungo’s experiment and CAF’s thought leadership
demonstrates how radically technology is shaking up the status-quo.

Taylor and Francis: Not For Distribution

64 Ann Longley and Tove Nordström

Unlocking Agile Digital Communications
To fully embrace digital opportunities in today’s always-on digital communications
environment requires a ﬂexible and evolving approach to communications planning and execution. It must nimbly grasp digital opportunities and minimize risks
as a part of daily practice. The Agile Digital Communications Approach
(ADCA) presented here is not linear or frozen in time. It is dynamically powered
by a continuous feedback loop helping non-proﬁts select the right approaches and
become more targeted and eﬀective with their communication in real time. It is a
conceptual model derived from a non-proﬁt’s purpose outlining clear actions and
outcomes. Inputs include strong strategic leadership and creativity based on sound
insights as they can lead to transformative brand experiences and organizational
sustainability especially if non-proﬁts can prove their social impact. Harnessing
digital data, securing traditional coverage and leveraging media and other partnerships
makes great sense for any organization with limited resources.
The ADCA helps non-proﬁts build trust, advocacy and ultimately sustainability
by providing life-changing activity based on the convergence of common interests
deﬁned through active stakeholder engagement. The aim and result should be
shared transformative (i.e. life-changing or planet preserving) brand experiences,
demonstrably helping beneﬁciaries, igniting donor advocacy, whilst generating
public trust and media interest. By encouraging social sharing throughout an
extensive digital communications ecosystem comprised of the contacts of all

The Agile Digital Communications Approach
Source: Longley and Nordström

FIGURE 4.1
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stakeholders (donors, beneﬁciaries, employees, media, and corporate partners),
non-proﬁts can exponentially maximize their impact and reach.

Using the ADCA
To create a sustainable non-proﬁt today requires an understanding and appreciation of
how stakeholders’ lives increasingly rely on digital communications, social networks
and utilities (e.g. health trackers, virtual assistants, alerts, ecommerce) and how digital
data can provide sophisticated, even predictive, insights and solutions. This understanding must be underpinned and supported by an operating model that uses digital
and other data to spark actionable insights leading to engaging and transformative
experiences. As with any approach, it begins by setting clear objectives supported by
highly collaborative ways of working. It reﬂects a fast moving world where non-proﬁts
need to embrace emerging best practices and digital tech to achieve their missions.

ADCA purpose: creating transformative brand experiences
The ultimate output of the ADCA is a uniﬁed brand experience fully aligned with a
non-proﬁt’s communications strategy created on the back of sound insights delivering
measurable outcomes. It is based on the premise that the mission of the non-proﬁt
organization will be met if converged with the needs and interests of primary stakeholders plus the media and other players, in particular, corporate partners. As nonproﬁts exist to create social or environmental beneﬁts, to get results their activity
must demonstrate how it will do so in a credible and timely manner. Stakeholders
can now be part of the story, helping non-proﬁts decide what messages to highlight or services to oﬀer. In the digital age, reporting back can also be a way to
generate further interest and impact as St Mungo’s blockchain project shows.

Achieve non-proﬁt mission with content, digital channels,
data and enabling tech
Digital clearly has a central role to play in communications today. The most engaging brand experiences today are multi-channel and yet seamlessly joined up. Traditional media outlets are no longer exclusive mediators of direct relationships with
the public, and social media has made much dialogue public. In the networked age,
a website is vital, but insuﬃcient on its own. A distributed presence on social media
optimizes and ampliﬁes a non-proﬁt’s message and mission. Facebook will soon have
two billion active users across the world, 600 million use Instagram, and 317 million
users are on Twitter (Allen 2017). Using such channels to build a strong eco-system
and network of supporters is the aim as advocates can and will help spread messages
and drive their own initiatives to raise awareness and funds as NMUS has shown.
With new channels and inﬂuencers constantly emerging, rigor is needed to
decide which ones to use. Whilst access to some may be free, the cost to operate
them may be considerable. Channel decisions should be made based on objectives
and use by target audience. The cost to use the channel should be less than the
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expected return at least in the long term. It is important to ﬁlter and prioritize
digital opportunities given resource scarcity, however scope for experimentation
(i.e. testing and learning) is equally important in the face of disruption. By carefully
experimenting with new communications and transactional approaches as St Mungo’s
have done, non-proﬁts can learn through doing, and in doing so enhance overall
performance and reputation setting new standards for the sector.
It is essential to provide engaging and transformative brand experiences on digital
channels by creating, curating, publishing and broadcasting relevant content. Whilst
press releases still have some use, publishing stories and visual assets via selected digital
media channels drives greater visibility and engagement online. A messaging hierarchy
and publishing schedule based on relevant content pillars (reﬂecting the non-proﬁt’s
mission and stakeholder needs) provides the foundation for a winning content strategy.
It should trigger dynamic conversations centred around the non-proﬁt and the issues it
tackles. Proactive as well as reactive content is essential for community building. Frequently updated content helps attract website visitors and can boost visibility in search.
Visual content performs best as the brain processes images faster than words. Additionally, organizations can leverage user-generated content as Cancer Research UK
did with the NMUS. To respond eﬀectively requires the right internal set up with
community managers potentially extending their oﬃce hours using marketing automation, and working closely with colleagues in other departments.
Digital technology can also be used to deliver new services to support the very conditions non-proﬁts seek to address. For example, apps and utilities using AI show promise in social care. Community features and gamiﬁcation can help non-proﬁts attract
new audiences, demonstrate measureable impacts, ﬁll service gaps, and cut through
clutter. Online communities are particularly helpful for supporting people suﬀering from
wide-ranging health conditions. The key to delivering authentic and engaging experiences is to ensure solutions are based on real needs and insights underpinned by ethical
considerations. Scanning the environment for digital technology that can help nonproﬁts achieve their objectives is a key component of the ADCA model.
Harnessing empirical data to evaluate, optimize and report back is also an
important part of it. Digital channels provide myriad metrics. To make them
meaningful, they need to be aligned with overarching communications and marketing
objectives. Digital data sources that can be used to plan and evaluate communications
activities are diverse and include, but are not limited to website traﬃc and referrer
data, donations, engagement metrics from social networking sites, social media mentions, and video views. Digital data can help non-proﬁts prepare for critical situations,
retarget prospective donors, and provide instant feedback to optimize programmes. It
is important to begin with clear objectives, analyse the data for actionable insights, then
design, evaluate and optimize brand experiences accordingly.

Leveraging donor, beneﬁciary and employee interests
Non-proﬁt communications must also consider the behaviour, habits and interests
of connected stakeholders including donors, beneﬁciaries and employees who are
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using digital media for a variety of reasons. Leveraging stakeholder insights when
planning communications and brand experiences (which here include social media
campaigns, community fora, websites, apps, videos or other digital products and
services) will increase the likelihood they will share non-proﬁt assets with their
networks and make donations. Traditional approaches like surveys or market
research reports are helpful to deﬁne relevant macro-level trends, but they are
insuﬃcient on their own. Research can now be done in a variety of digitally
enabled ways ranging from social listening to user testing, and co-creation.
Uncovering actionable stakeholder insights is no longer an annual activity or
quarterly event. In an always-on communications world, it is necessary to be
always-on to monitor what is being said about your brand online, to manage
reputation instantly, as well as inform engagement opportunities. Non-proﬁts can
now assess and strengthen the impact of communications campaigns in real time by
reviewing performance data and by listening and responding to stakeholder comments. For most non-proﬁts, it will be hard to sustain a brand without a continuous
presence.
Whilst traditional planning cycles are still needed, scanning the online environment for relevant trends and topics associated with your organization on a daily
basis is not only possible but advisable. It is important to pick up negative signals to
decide what if any action to take as well as identify popular topics, inﬂuencers and
hashtags to legitimately piggyback on to promote causes and key messages as
demonstrated by NMUS.

Engage media, inﬂuencers and other players by addressing their
priorities and utilizing their assets
Traditional media coverage continues to be important with the added beneﬁt of
big followings on their social media accounts. Pursuing social mentions on them,
alongside base coverage on websites and in print is advisable. The signiﬁcant and
authoritative digital presence of top media outlets can help signiﬁcantly boost and
endorse non-proﬁt campaigns. Partnerships with socially connected inﬂuencers are
also worth pursuing. Although time consuming and diﬃcult to manage, inﬂuencer
engagement can deliver advantages, including access to younger audiences. Many
high-proﬁle inﬂuencers and celebrities charge high rates for social posts. It is
important to build strong relationships with those who are warm to non-proﬁt
causes as they are more likely to work collaboratively without any charge ensuring
mutually beneﬁcial outcomes are achieved. Taking this approach means the
resulting content will be more credible and authentic than it would be if the
inﬂuencer’s posts were sponsored. Jack Harries’ Climate Change videos co-created
with WWF are exemplary (Harries 2015).
Content creation, promotion and PR are important to consider when negotiating
corporate partnerships. Corporates have their own audiences, technology and
human resources to contribute. Finally, non-proﬁt and corporate partner employees
can also make great brand advocates who help ‘humanize’ brand messages by
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sharing them with their own connections. This approach can work at all levels of
the organization from the CEO to frontline staﬀ and, under the right conditions,
even beneﬁciaries.
In closing, the Agile Digital Communications Approach is a springboard to
evolve digital communications in non-proﬁts. To transform the organization, one
should connect with sector initiatives like the NPC’s Digital Transformation Programme and secure assistance from a transformation specialist. To achieve their
missions in the digital age, the sector may well need to be re-invented.

Discussion questions
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

What do we mean by digital communications?
Why should non-proﬁts embrace digital communications?
What kinds of external digital communications tactics should non-proﬁts consider?
What is the role of internal communications in developing digitally mature
cultures?
How can non-proﬁts become more digitally savvy?
Who is responsible for digital transformation in a non-proﬁt organization?
What new communications possibilities are now possible?
What is the role of communications professionals in digital transformation?
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