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Goals For This Session

u Models of communication

u Outline the elements of a communication plan
u Attention to strategies

u Begin working on foundations

u Introduce principles of engagement 



Channel

Basic Model of Communication

Sender ReceiverMessage



ChannelChannel

Dynamic Model of Communication

Sender ReceiverMessage

Feedback

Noise



Your Roles



Your NPC: Current State

u Why is your NPC a unique and valuable organization?

u What growth or change are you hoping to achieve?

u SWOT analysis



SWOT Analysis

Strengths Weaknesses Opportunities Threats



Communication Plan

A communication plan “guides both internal and external 
communications and supports the comprehensive 
organizational plan. The communication plan should be 
directly related to the strategic plan and demonstrate 
accountability to constituents and the public. It should be 
updated regularly to ensure it stays current with 
organizational priorities, technology, and communication 
trends (such as social media).” 

Guidelines and Principles for Nonprofit Excellence 
https://guidelinesandprinciples.org/wiki/index.php/Communications_Plan

https://guidelinesandprinciples.org/wiki/index.php/Communications_Plan


Communication Plan
Elements

u Summary/overview of plan 

u Goals (general)/objectives (specific) 

u Target audiences 

u Key messages 

u Strategies (approaches and tools) 

u Budget 

u Implementation plan

u Evaluation



Communication Plan
Goals & Objectives

u Measurable 

u Tied to the mission and strategic plan

u Realistic in scope, budget 

u Examples:

u Recruit 10% more researchers in 2020

u Bring in two new funders in the next year

u Manage $_____ in grants by 2025



Communication Plan
Target Audiences

u Which stakeholders do you need to reach with your 
message(s)?

u Values and concerns of those stakeholders



Communication Plan
Target Audiences: Who are they?

u Patients: think broadly

u Clinicians

u Researchers

u Industry

u VAMCs and VA health system



Communication Plan
Target Audiences: Who are they?

u Policymakers
u Training institutions
u General public?
u Others? 

u Purchasers

u Payers
u Subject Matter Experts
u (See longer list at  https://www.pcori.org/about-us/our-

programs/engagement/public-and-patient-engagement/pcoris-
stakeholders)

https://www.pcori.org/about-us/our-programs/engagement/public-and-patient-engagement/pcoris-stakeholders


Communication Plan
Target Audiences: Knowledge, Values, 
and Concerns

u What do people think of your organization? 

u What are their needs, values, and concerns?

u Research the current status:

u Surveys

u Focus Groups

u Collaboration & Engagement



Communication Plan
Target Audiences: Survey

u Phone, mail, online: Consider response rates

u Quick and easy to participate

u Often quantifiable and closed-ended (Likert scale, yes/no)



Communication Plan
Target Audiences: Focus Groups

u Online or in-person, 6-12 people

u Keep like-minded or same-role people together

u Good moderation

u Open-ended questions



Communication Plan
Target Audiences: Focus Groups

“Do you agree that this 
policy is unfair?” 

“Are you happy with the 
service?” 

“In what ways has this 
policy affected your 
family?”

“What are we doing well?”

“How can we improve your 
experience with ABC?”



Communication Plan
Target Audiences: Collaboration and 
Engagement

u Keeping an open channel for feedback

u Experiential knowledge

u Relationship of mutual trust and respect



Communication Plan
Mission

u What message and mission do you want your 
stakeholders to know about your organization?

u Is this message already clear to your internal 
audiences?

u When people talk about your organization, what 
do you want them to say?



Communication Plan
Mission

u A mission statement will answer the following questions

u WHO: What group(s) or communities does your 
organization serve?

u WHAT: What does your organization do for those 
group(s)?

u WHY: Why do you do what you do?

u WHERE: Where is your impact focused?

u TO WHAT END: What’s the intended end result of your 
actions and focus?



Communication Plan
Mission

IMR’s mission is “to support research and education at the 

Durham Veterans Affairs Medical Center for the 

enhancement of the health and lives of the Veteran 

population, their families and the public at large.”



Communication Plan
Key Messages

u Consistent

u Memorable and relevant

u Simple

u Inspiring (starting with you!) 

u Guide your external communication, but not necessarily 
used verbatim

u “We Spur: Innovation, research, education, 
partnerships, advocacy, engagement, improvement”



“Honoring our veterans through innovative 
medical discovery”



“Honoring Service with Science”





Communication Plan
Channels

u Website

u Annual report
u Blogs

u Email
u Newsletter

u Brochure/flyer
u Poster

u Social media
u Events

u Personal meetings

u Phone calls
u Direct Mail

u Other
u Presentations/trainings

u Print Advertising
u SMS Text Message

u TV advertising
u Videos



Communication Plan
Strategies

u Segment audiences to frame key messages for each 
audience

u Focus on specific benefits to that stakeholder

u Address the concerns and questions specific to that 
stakeholder group or subgroup



Examples of stakeholders’ interests

Researchers Industry donors Patients Clinicians

Professionalism

Ample resources

Support

Opportunities

Trustworthiness

Professionalism

Protect 
reputation

Image boost, 
visibility

Innovative

Trustworthiness

Safety

Healing

Respect

“Part of the 
solution”

Advances in care, 
breakthroughs

New options for 
patient care



Communication Plan
Strategies

u Segment audiences to frame key messages for each 
audience

u Focus on specific benefits to that stakeholder

u Address the concerns and questions specific to that 
stakeholder group or subgroup



Communication Plan
Strategies

u Avoid jargon

u Define technical terms and acronyms

u Level of technical terminology will vary per audience

u Be attentive to those who “overhear” the 
communication



Communication Plan
Strategies

u Pay attention to connotative meanings of terms

u “Ultimate Terms”: Strangely influential

u“God” terms have strong positive connotations 
(Progress, science, facts)

u“Devil” terms have repulsive connotations (Un-
American, fascist, ignorance)

u“Charismatic” terms are less tangible but still 
powerful (Freedom)

u Buzzwords will have different interpretations among 
stakeholders



Communication Plan
Strategies

u Persuasion occurs, in part, through:

u Ethos: Credentials, character, appeals to authority

u Pathos: Emotional appeals and common human experiences

u Logos: Reasoning and logic, testable



Communication Plan
Strategies

u Narratives of real people

u Fosters a sense of identification with others

u Example: Stakeholders positively affected by 
involvement with the organization



Example from 
http://vrfpittsburgh.org



Communication Plan
Strategies

u Narratives of real people

u Fosters a sense of identification with others

u Example: Stakeholders positively affected by 
involvement with your organization

u Example: Researcher profile: demonstrates the breadth 
of the research portfolio and makes their descriptions 
more accessible to non-experts

u Example: Veteran quotes and videos on VA website to 
promote PTSD interventions



Example from 
https://www.ptsd.va.gov/appvid/about
face.asp



Example from 
https://www.research.va.gov/mvp/



Communication Plan
Strategies

u Pictures and videos of real people

uHeadshots

uParticipating in research activities

uTechnologies used in research

uRepresent diversity throughout the VA



Example from www. vmrf.org



Communication Plan
Strategies

u Use design professionals: contractors vs. staff

uWebsite: usable, attractive

uLogo, letterhead: attractive, consistent aesthetic

uDon’t design by committee!



Communication Plan
Strategies

u What functions are your messages serving? 

u Creating: Original content, quotes, stories



Example from Veterans Research 
Foundation of Pittsburgh



Example from Veterans 
Medical Research 
Foundation (San Diego)



Communication Plan
Strategies

What functions are your messages serving? 

u Creating: Original content, quotes, stories

u Community Building: Fostering involvement with others

uAsk questions, seek feedback, thank people



Example from 
PaTH Network



Example 
from NCIRE 
(San 
Francisco)



Example from NCIRE 
(San Francisco)



Communication Plan
Strategies

What functions are your messages serving? 

u Creating: Original content, quotes, stories

u Community Building: Fostering involvement with others

u Ask questions, seek feedback, thank people

u Promoting: Seeking specific action

u Soliciting volunteers, donations, votes, attendance



Example from VMRF 
(San Diego)





Communication Plan
Strategies

What functions are your messages serving? 

u Creating: Original content, quotes, stories

u Community Building: Fostering involvement with others

u Ask questions, seek feedback, thank people

u Promoting: Seeking specific action

u Solicit volunteers, donations, votes, attendance

u Curating: Posting content created by others

u Links to outside resources and relevant material



Example from NICRE
(San Francisco)



Example from PAVIR
(Palo Alto)



Communication Plan
Crisis Plan

u Answer questions fairly and directly

u Remediate problems 

u Make changes to prevent future crises

u Offer specific apologies to those harmed



Communication Plan
Budget

u Cost/benefit analysis of various channels

u Investment in your organization

u Consider consultant involvement for specific projects 
rather than a full-time staff-person



Communication Plan
Implementation Plan

u WHO: Accountabilities

u WHAT, WHY: Priorities

u WHEN: Timetable 



Communication Plan
Evaluation

u Establish clearly defined goals

u Set benchmarks in advance

u Segment your audience

u Test along the way

u Be creative in what and how you measure

u Routinely review and readjust your approach



Engagement

u PCORI, PaTH Network, other nationwide research 
networks adopting dynamic engagement protocols

u Contrast traditional “patient subjects” versus engaged 
“patient partners.” Can we work to make patients 
equitable partners in research?

u Creatively involving clinicians, researchers, industry, and 
patients in developing research programs 

u May yield more effective, relevant, actionable research 
results

u Involved at every step of research design



Conclusion

u An intentional, thoughtful approach to communication will help 
you attract and maintain meaningful connections with 
stakeholders.

u Making incremental changes will still be beneficial.

u Additional web resources available -- please provide your email 
address or find links at the end of this presentation on the 
NAVREF conference page soon.

u I am available to provide additional support. Contact me at:

autumnboyer7@gmail.com



Online Resources for Non-Profit Communication Support

u Cause Communications Toolkit (2005)

PDF available for free download at:

https://ncg.org/resources/communications-toolkit-guide-navigating-communications-nonprofit-world

u The Communications Network is dedicated to strengthening the voice of philanthropy; its site contains a variety of 
communications tools. 

https://www.comnetwork.org

u Guidelines and Principles for Nonprofit Excellence

https://guidelinesandprinciples.org/wiki/index.php/Communication

u Idealware.org has a free downloadable workbook entitled A Practical Guide to Integrated Communications: A Workbook 
for Nonprofits (2013)

https://www.idealware.org/reports/practical-guide-integrated-communications-workbook-nonprofits/

u Patient-Centered Outcomes and Research Institute www.pcori.org

Lists and descriptions of healthcare stakeholders: 

https://www.pcori.org/about-us/our-programs/engagement/public-and-patient-engagement/pcoris-stakeholders

https://ncg.org/resources/communications-toolkit-guide-navigating-communications-nonprofit-world
https://www.comnetwork.org/
https://guidelinesandprinciples.org/wiki/index.php/Communication
https://www.idealware.org/reports/practical-guide-integrated-communications-workbook-nonprofits/
http://www.pcori.org/
https://www.pcori.org/about-us/our-programs/engagement/public-and-patient-engagement/pcoris-stakeholders

