
CONVERSATION WITH AN EXPERT

Creative Messaging 
in a Crisis

Featuring Tom Gaffny, Principal, Tom Gaffny Consulting



Thanks for Joining Us this Next 60 
Minutes

• Begin With Your Survey Feedback

• “5 Core Principles of Effective Crisis Messaging”

• What Are You Seeing (this is a discussion!)



Survey Results – What You Told Us



THIS CRISIS IS UNIQUE!

• Business Crisis: A problem that impacts your mission’s 

reputation or credibility.

• Financial Crisis: Your mission needs immediate financial 

support.

• External Crisis: Hurricane, earthquake, stock market collapse… 

and pandemic.

COVID-19 is unprecedented because… 

it directly affects everyone.
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So, What Exactly 
Does The American Public Want From Us Right 

Now?
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EDELMAN STUDY: 
Brand Trust and the COVID-19 Pandemic

• 77% said they want brands only to speak in ways 
that show they are aware of the crisis and the 
impact on people’s lives.

• 83% said they want compassionate messaging that 
communicates empathy and support with their 
struggles.

• 65% said a brand’s response to this crisis will have a 
huge impact on the likelihood of receiving their 
support in the future.



5 CORE NEEDS
Creative Messaging During This 
Crisis

1.Be proactive: Reach out and keep reaching out
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Phone audio of Kevin call
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1.Be proactive: Reach out and keep reaching out

2.Be ‘you-centered’: Show empathy and gratitude
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65%
said a brand’s response 

will have a huge impact 
on the likelihood of receiving their support in the 

future
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- Opening of letters (beginning and end)
- Show a couple lines about “I know these times are tough, and you may not be able to help.  Thank you
- At least for keeping those we serve in your thoughts.
- Monthly Donors example: ‘How about we pause and call you in 4 months?’
- Boston Marathon example
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BE A PARTNER WHO UNDERSTANDS….

• “I know these times are tough, and you may not be able to spare a 

donation right now.  Thank you at least for keeping those we serve 

in your thoughts.”

• “I know that right now many of our dear friends are struggling, 

and can not spare a gift right now.  If this is a particularly difficult 

time for you please know we understand and appreciate all you’ve 

done for us before”

• “I’ve heard from many of our donors who are struggling right now 

during these uncertain times, and who feel badly because they can 

not help right now.  If you are one of these dear friends, please 

know we understand, and our thoughts are with you and those you 

love.”
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MONTHLY GIFT STRATEGIES DURING THIS 
CRISIS….

• Work with donors who call and say “I can’t do it anymore”.  

• Suggest an alternative – “Why don’t we suspend your 

monthly giving for now, and let’s re-visit what works for you 

in 3-4 months.” 

• Call to thank those who have continued giving generously, so 

they understand how important their support is now.
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1.Be proactive: Reach out and keep reaching out

2.Be ‘you-centered’: Show empathy and gratitude

3.Be a real partner: Cultivate friendship and trust
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Creative Messaging During This 
Crisis
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1.Be proactive: Reach out and keep reaching out

2.Be ‘you-centered’: Show empathy and gratitude

3.Be a real partner: Cultivate friendship and trust

4.Be nimble: Change to meet today’s reality
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1.Be proactive: Reach out and keep reaching out

2.Be ‘you-centered’: Show empathy and gratitude

3.Be a real partner: Cultivate friendship and trust

4.Be nimble: Change to meet today’s reality

5.Be impactful: Outline a ‘need’ … and show real action
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5 CORE NEEDS
Creative Messaging During This 
Crisis





Introduce a New Program

Highlight the Need…
And the Solution

Provide Segmented
“Impact Opportunities”
Based on Gift History

Mid-Range
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