
WHY SHOULD I CARE ABOUT COMMUNICATIONS

How to create a communications strategy off the side of your desk,
just like a pro. For small community foundations.

Communications 101
 

Communications are a part of everything, telling your story, fundraising or ‘fund development’,

outreach, and relationship building

Communications can inspire action

Done well, communications build trust

Communications are one important tool in your toolbox to advance the work of your foundation.

HOW DO I DO IT WELL?

CAMERA PRESENCE

 Building a culture of strategic
communications requires seeing it as a
holistic function that wraps around every
part of a foundation’s operations. For
example, some people see fund
development as a niche area of persuasive
communications. Every blog, press release,
public speaking engagement, and even an
informal email is a communications
opportunity. Anyone who performs these
functions on behalf of the foundation is a
part of the communications team.

As you read through this guide you will
complete a series of exercises that are in
essence, empathy exercises. Effective
communications require putting yourself in
someone else’s shoes, to consider how
they will interpret something. Using your
imagination in this way is a creative skill
that anyone can develop and strengthen
over time.

EASY to understand
Language and platform should be
accessible and free from sector-jargon, or
with clear definitions provided

ATTRACTIVE 
This means interesting! You do not have to
spend a lot of time or resources on design
when the content itself is relevant,
practical, and easy to understand.

SOCIAL
The best communications are personal,
and centre the audience member as the
reader, listener, or viewer. We are naturally
social creatures, want to be part of a
community, and are inspired by the actions
of others.

TIMELY
Information that is relevant to the
intended audience



Creating a Communications Strategy

DEFINE YOUR AUDIENCE

Defined Audience
Objectives
Key Messages

A communications strategy has three essential parts:
1.
2.
3.

Who are my stakeholders?
What do they need to know?

Start by asking yourself these questions:

Common stakeholders for community foundations
can include: fundholders, grantees, prospective
fundholders, volunteers, community organizations,
government and elected officials, press media, and
the public.

A good communications strategy has a defined,
specific audience. The more specific your messaging
can be, the more impactful. By this virtue, not
everyone will be included. If you have more than
one audience for a strategy, consider different key
messages and tactics for reaching each one.

EXERCISE: Create an audience
'avatar'

Where do they work?
What do they use to read news?
What’s the best way to reach them?
How do they relate to you?
Why would they visit your website?
Or, click to read an article about you?

This is a great exercise to go through with
your board or a communications
committee. You can break out the team
into groups and assign them a different
target audience.

Step 1: Pick a target audience

Step 2: Create a typical profile of
someone in that audience

Step 3: Identify challenges or areas of
strength and opportunity in your existing
communications with this avatar.

SET OBJECTIVES

What’s the purpose of this communications
product?
What do you want your audience to come away
with, or learn?
How do you want your audience to feel?
Is there an action you want them to take?
Is there a measure of success?

Start by asking yourself these questions:

Objectives can be very creative, and asking these questions can be a great empathy exercise.
Objectives can be as simple as to share information, such as the announcement of a new board member,
or can range from having local press write a story to raise awareness, inspire donations to a crisis fund,
and more. 



What is your why?
What is the what and how?
What language will resonate with your audience?
What is the tone? Do you want to inspire, provoke thought, invite, or encourage?

Start by asking yourself these questions:

Starting with ‘the why’ is important to be clear to yourself and your team before thinking about the
external audience’s interpretation. It is also important to not write key messages with the assumption that
the audience will already know ‘the why’.

Writing direct, accessible informational copy is important to getting the message across. Combining this
with inspiring, thought-provoking copy is important to an effective call-to-action. Key messages should
include both.

Community Foundations of Canada creates key messages for each of our programs, shared openly
through ‘Amplification Packages’ with participating community foundations. These are tools and key
messages that you are welcome to copy and adapt for your own audiences at any time.

DRAFT KEY MESSAGES

SAMPLE AMPLIFICATION PACKAGES
& KEY MESSAGES

ECSF Storytelling (December 2020)
CHCI Amplification (May 2021)
Vital Signs, Gender Equality (October 2020)

1.
2.
3.

EXERCISE

Step One: Pick one of your
audience avatars, and one
program or fund you want
to tell them about.

Step two: Draft three key messages,
one sentence each.

Step three: Take a break, then
share them with a colleague. Reflect
on their clarity, and whether or not
they will resonate with your
audience.

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1CwDq7PbXoFRmjFd2LX5v7ubEjHdXIzfLn-QHMwLdKw0/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1uxOrEDoYEVbM_IYTefAhaXIPXMzGbxCkRw1yU964hjM/edit?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1CU1v8-yHPBtAaIrW_uytAys7l_Ou9M9a/view?usp=sharing


Once you have a strategy created, it’s time to make a plan. Thanks to technology, there are many
opportunities to reach your audience.

Start by asking yourself these questions
How do I reach my audience where they are, physically and digitally?
What platforms or mediums reach my audience best?
How should my key messages be adapted for each platform?

Writing for different platforms
Web copy will be different from social media posts, different from press releases, or even an introductory
phone call with a prospective fundholder. Once you have your key messages, feel free to adapt them. You
may also receive feedback from your audience, key messages can be dynamic and adjust as you learn
what resonates most with your audience.

IMPLEMENTATION AND TACTICS

Press release
Live event

Press conference
Town Hall
Panel
Annual General Meeting

Public speeches
Social media (LinkedIn, Twitter, Facebook,
Instagram)
Graphics, and photography
Video
Newsletters (print and digital)
Blogs

TACTICS TO REACH YOUR AUDIENCE
Messengers
Consider who is best to deliver the key messages. Is it the
board chair, a grantee, or a fundholder? Peer-to-peer
communication, especially when it’s a learning opportunity
or call to action is particularly effective. People are more
open to hearing people they identify with.

Storytelling considerations

Community foundations are excellent relationship
builders. Prioritize telling stories about your relationships,
so your communications lead with both your ‘heart and
head’. The ‘hook’ of a story will always be more compelling
if it starts with the heart. Community foundations are not
frontline organizations, it will make your communications
more inspiring and relevant to amplify the stories of those
working in the community. It is important to gather stories
with consent, and transparency, and where the outcomes
will be mutually beneficial. Community foundations have a
wonderful opportunity to provide a platform for
community organizations and leaders to tell their stories in
their own words.

Create a calendar

Create a calendar for each of your tactics. If you have a team to help you, delegate out tasks. Include time for
review, and editing. Consider the cadence: a website should go live before a press release is sent, so
journalists can link to it, and social media can be scheduled with the press release and website links in
advance. People often need to be reminded of something three times before they take action, consider this
for invitations or other calls-to-action.



Canva is a free, easy to use digital design program. The introductory tutorial can be found here. 

Grammarly is a tool that assists with correcting grammar the same way that Spellcheck does.

Readability Scores
There are multiple free web services that analyze text with various measures of readability. This one shows
you how many complex words you use, the grade level you are writing at, as well as whether or not you are
writing in a passive voice.

MailChimp is a free newsletter campaign program where you can store and organize contacts, as well as
design and send mass emails.

FREE TOOLS TO EXPLORE

For questions and support, contact Miranda Hassell, Manager of Public and Network Engagement
mhassell@communityfoundations.ca

https://www.canva.com/
https://www.canva.com/designschool/tutorials/canva-pro-for-nonprofits/
https://www.grammarly.com/
https://datayze.com/readability-analyzer.php
https://datayze.com/readability-analyzer.php
https://mailchimp.com/en-ca/

