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Introduction

When it comes to publishing their stories, many nonprofits turn to PR professionals for help 

securing a publication. Those who can't afford professional PR help can feel stuck and powerless. 

Either way, the PR process is difficult and doesn’t always end with a publication.

According to Peter Panepento of Panepento Strategies, this is partially related to the fact that the 

climate of the media and PR industries has changed over the last decade.

Change isn’t always a bad thing though, and this shift in the PR world presents opportunities for 

nonprofits to take control of their storytelling. In doing so you can forego heavy reliance on PR 

agencies and help define the future of PR for the social sector.

1 The Nonprofit Marketing Guide, “Stop Approaching Public Relations Like It’s 2007.” http://www.
nonprofitmarketingguide.com/blog/2015/02/10/stop-approaching-public-relations-like-its-2007/

Gone are the days when the success of your nonprofit’s 

public relations efforts were measured by how many 

times you could get a press release picked up in the local 

paper or how many mentions you could get on the local 

TV news. Many nonprofits are still approaching public 

relations like it’s 2007.”1

http://www.nonprofitmarketingguide.com/blog/2015/02/10/stop-approaching-public-relations-like-its-20
http://www.nonprofitmarketingguide.com/blog/2015/02/10/stop-approaching-public-relations-like-its-20
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“As the world has changed, the importance of traditional media has waned considerably,” says 

Panepento. “The most visible organizations are the ones who are leveraging their own networks 

and effectively telling their own stories.”

In this guide, we’ll show you…

• Why your nonprofit needs an overarching PR and communications strategy

• How to build that strategy

• How to work with an agency or do your PR in-house

• How to get your story noticed by publications

Let’s get started.
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PR at a Glance

At its core, PR is any activity that keeps your nonprofit in the spotlight. For years, this has been 

accomplished by hiring a PR agency to craft entire communications strategies that build and 

monitor your public-facing image.

According to McGraw-Hill Education, this traditional PR process can be summed up into four 

steps:2

• Research. This is the fact-finding stage, which defines the problem areas for a client (like 

branding, messaging, or lack of public awareness) and differentiates your organization 

between audiences.

• Planning. Post-fact gathering, an agency decides what’s important and will have the most 

impact on your organization. This informs a communications strategy to achieve the client’s 

goals. 

• Action and Communication. PR agencies create messages for target audiences based on 

their outlined communications strategy.

• Evaluation. The agency evaluates the effectiveness of the campaign to gauge future plans 

and actions.

1  |

2 McGraw-Hill Education, “Public Relations: The Process.” http://highered.mheducation.com/sites/0072424028/
student_view0/part2/index.html

http://highered.mheducation.com/sites/0072424028/student_view0/part2/index.html
http://highered.mheducation.com/sites/0072424028/student_view0/part2/index.html
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However, this strategy isn’t the only road to success in the PR world. In fact, Business Insider says 

that enlisting an agency to handle all of your PR efforts isn’t always the best choice because:3

• A PR firm does not know how to do your customer messaging or positioning for you

• Most PR firms will say you need their help for every stage in the process, that they are the 

experts and you aren’t, and will try to charge you a retainer of at least $5,000 per month

“PR firms do not know your products, customers, or competitors. You do, so it’s your 

responsibility to learn what messaging and positioning works in your market.”

While agencies offer valuable resources along your PR journey if needed, there are steps your 

nonprofit can take to build its own public image and execute PR best practices in-house. For 

instance, you can cover the following basics:

• Brand messaging and positioning

• Media and journalist relations

• Speaking engagements

• Social media

• Media training

Before you get to any of that though, step one is to define your overarching communications 

strategy. You have to write a powerful and targeted story for your audiences before you start 

communicating with them.

3 Business Insider, “Hey Startups, Don’t Hire a PR Agency” http://www.businessinsider.com/startups-dont-hire-
a-pr-agency-2010-5

http://www.businessinsider.com/startups-dont-hire-a-pr-agency-2010-5
http://www.businessinsider.com/startups-dont-hire-a-pr-agency-2010-5
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How to Tell Your Organization’s Story

The first step to bringing the PR process in-house is creating a succinct, direct, and transparent 

communications strategy. This strategy will take you from ideating a main, media message all the 

way through getting press coverage.

Use the suggested framework in this section to build your strategy. Feel free to adapt it to your 

nonprofit as you see fit.

Build Your Communications Strategy

From a framework perspective, a good PR communications strategy operates in yearly intervals. 

Be proactive by planning out your entire calendar year in advance, leveraging the previous year 

to shape the future.

To start, ask yourself how much PR activity you had over the course of the last year. If you got 

any coverage at all, big or small, review it with an analytical eye. Determine which angles and 

pitches worked well for you. Additionally, make note of the journalists who wrote about you and 

those who didn’t.

This is the analysis that dictates your nonprofit’s media message. Maybe the previous year you 

successfully spread a message about a major new partnership. If this is still central and relevant, 

the next year could revolve around a similar media message.

On the other hand, maybe this is the first time you’ve built a PR communications strategy. 

Regardless, you have to define the central message to your strategy. If you don’t, you risk 

disrupting your entire PR process.

2  |
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Ask the following questions to polish your nonprofit’s key message:

• What does your nonprofit stand for?

• What do you want people to see in your organization?

• What about your nonprofit captures outside audiences’ interests?

• Why is your nonprofit newsworthy?

• What new projects, partnerships, or initiatives have you built?

The media message doesn’t have to be elaborate, but it does have to provide a defined direction 

for your strategy. Once your media message has been set in stone, build out a plan of attack. 

Identify potential opportunities that could arise over the course of the next year:

• New publications looking for stories

• Your nonprofit expansion activities

• Journalists to work with again

• Journalists to reach out to for the first time

When you map out your key message, strategies, and goals in writing, you can refer back to them 

over the course of the year. It makes the evaluation of your success and failure easier. It also 

makes your nonprofit’s story more engaging.
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Tell Your Story

After setting your communications strategy in stone, the next item on your checklist is crafting a 

story. Unquestionably, this story has to line up with your media message.

The hard part about this step is identifying the right story to tell. A lot of nonprofits get caught 

up in thinking their organization itself is the story, but it shouldn’t be. As blogger Danielle 

Blumenstyk explains,

Say, for example, you’re a nonprofit that protects the ocean. Your story isn’t that you want to 

protect the ocean. But your story could be about the people you help farm the ocean, how you 

contribute to the sustainability of our planet, or how you plan to strengthen activism for healthy 

oceans.

4 Blonde 2.0 Blog, “Six Tips to Getting PR for Nonprofits Right.” https://www.blonde20.com/blog/2014/12/30/
six-tips-to-getting-pr-for-nonprofits-right/

Your existence is not news. This is a pitfall many for-profit 

companies fall into as well, and is even more evident in 

nonprofits. If you started, or work, in a nonprofit, you are 

probably extremely passionate about its cause, as you should 

be. What you shouldn’t do is assume that a writer will be as 

passionate about it as you are.”4

https://www.blonde20.com/blog/2014/12/30/six-tips-to-getting-pr-for-nonprofits-right/
https://www.blonde20.com/blog/2014/12/30/six-tips-to-getting-pr-for-nonprofits-right/
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Upworthy’s Erica Williams Simon gives some advice on this topic in a video from the 2016 

Collaborative. You’re far more likely to get something published if you understand:5

• Every story is ultimately PR in one way or another

• It’s your job to think of your audience, not just your organization

• It’s not enough to say you’re doing good in the world

• You need something surprising, compelling, emotional, and attention-grabbing

• What your readers want to know

• What makes this particular story compelling

Don’t be afraid to take your audience on a journey. Just be sure to optimize your story so it’s in 

line with how they think, act, and feel. Always look at your story from their perspective.

PUT YOURSELF IN YOUR AUDIENCE’S SHOES

5 YouTube, “Why Some Stories Make Headlines and Others Fall Flat.” https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=qnRos4swW_8

How are you supposed to know what your audience wants? Simon 

suggests you ask the following questions to put yourself in your 

readers’ shoes:

• What are people seeing in their Facebook feeds?

• How much content are people consuming on a daily basis?

• What are people consuming?

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qnRos4swW_8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qnRos4swW_8
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• Is this a story that would stop me mid-scroll on my newsfeed? 

• Is this a story I would read? Why or why not?

• How can I best optimize this story for success?

Ideally, this provides insight into different ways you can shape the narrative of a story that 

targets multiple audiences. For example, in the Collaborative video, the editor of Forbes 

Magazine, Randall Lane, suggests telling your story through the lens of your leadership.

When you combine all of these elements together, you can craft a nonprofit story that is 

compelling and message-driven. Not only that, it will differentiate your organization from the  

rest of the pack.

This story is the cornerstone of your entire communications strategy. When you tell it right, 

you set yourself up for success in the hardest part of the entire PR process: getting your story 

noticed.

6 YouTube, “Why Some Stories Make Headlines and Others Fall Flat.” https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=qnRos4swW_8

When you write about a business or organization, you’re 

writing about a person. There’s no such thing as GM, GE,  

Apple, or charity: water. It’s people who make decisions.  

People are inherently interested in people. People aren’t 

interested in organizations. They’re interested in the people 

who drive organizations.”6

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qnRos4swW_8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qnRos4swW_8
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Get Your Story Noticed

After you’ve developed a communications strategy and defined the story you want to tell, your 

objective is to get noticed, accepted by publications, and published. Without a doubt, this is the 

hardest part of the entire PR process.

What makes this part so tricky is that members of the media are constantly inundated with 

pitches. For example, Lane from Forbes says he gets 500 to 1,000 pitch emails a day from 

reporters. It’s gotten to the point where his email is rendered almost useless.

However, the PR process dictates that you have to pitch your story. There’s no way around it. 

Fortunately, nonprofits have a leg up when it comes to pitching.

Nonprofits Are Credible by Nature

Unlike other industries and market verticals, nonprofits have credibility on their side right out 

of the gate. According to Tanya Garcia of PRNewser, this credibility is native and inherent to all 

nonprofits.

3  |

7 PRNewser, “Five Best Practices for Nonprofit PR Programs.” http://www.adweek.com/prnewser/five-best-
practices-for-nonprofit-pr-programs/39989

Nonprofits have one significant advantage over corporate 

peers: their perceived inherent credibility, unencumbered by 

the profit motive. That said, no matter how noble the mission, 

if an organization is not telling its story consistently and 

strategically, it will fall on deaf ears.”6

http://www.adweek.com/prnewser/five-best-practices-for-nonprofit-pr-programs/39989
http://www.adweek.com/prnewser/five-best-practices-for-nonprofit-pr-programs/39989
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Garcia reaffirms the importance of a defined communications strategy. If you have no strategy, 

your story will suffer. If your story suffers, reporters won’t pay attention to it. All the credibility in 

the world won’t help you then.

This is further compounded by the fact that reporters aren’t going to hunt you down. You have to 

do the majority of the legwork.

Peter Panepento wrote on Kivi’s Nonprofit Communications Blog recently about this, claiming 

that nonprofits need to internalize this new trend in journalism and stop approaching PR like it’s 

still 2007.

“Not so long ago, a good local reporter would spend time working his or her beat—reaching out 

to prospective sources and building relationships. Today, those beats are often diffuse, so the 

amount of time they spend mining the community for good sources is much more limited.”8

That aside, let’s say you’ve mapped out a strategy, written a great story, and are ready to track 

down journalists on your own. How are you supposed to know what journalists want to see?

The Media Is Subjective

Each news site, independent journalist, or freelancer looks for specific stories that line up with 

their publication. Because of the subjectivity in the media industry, you have to conduct research 

on which publications and reporters fit your communications strategy, media message, and story 

best.

For example, in the 2016 Collaborative video, Lane tells us that Forbes looks for honest stories 

that teach lessons to businesses. He chooses to stay away from stories that their audience won’t 

learn anything from.

8 The Nonprofit Marketing Guide, “Stop Approaching Public Relations Like It’s 2007.” http://www.
nonprofitmarketingguide.com/blog/2015/02/10/stop-approaching-public-relations-like-its-2007/
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Upworthy, on the other hand, focuses on empowerment and impact over Forbes’ emphasis on 

business learnings. Simon says,

Every editor, writer, news site, and press outlet has a different voice. Simply put, your story won’t 

fit with each one. Research and target specific publications and journalists to increase your 

chances of having a pitch accepted. From there, your challenge becomes nailing the pitch.

The Pitch

Successful pitches require a certain level of finesse. You can’t send cold, prefabricated emails to 

a list of reporters. You have to take the time to tailor every outreach opportunity to the person 

you’re pitching.

Genuine personalization will take you a long way when it comes to getting a pitch accepted. That 

is, unless you pitch the wrong people to start.

PRO TIP

As a rule of thumb, never pitch the editor of a publication. This is what’s known as a top-

down pitch and it’s almost always guaranteed to fail. Much more effective is the bottom-

up pitch, where you target lower-ranking staff writers or contributors at news sites.

We make sure our readers feel empowered, that there’s 

something they can do after they read the story. We actually 

diligently measure the impact of the story. When we tell stories, 

we’re not interested in narratives that have been told for 10, 

20, or 30 years. We’re interested in telling something surprising 

and something that uplifts the reader.”6



15The Ultimate Guide to PR for Nonprofits   |   © Classy

BUILD RELATIONSHIPS

Build for the long term. Perhaps the best way to ensure continued coverage on future stories is 

to build a relationship with the journalists you target.

“Being a [PR person] is about more than sending out press releases 

to every reporter whose email you can get your hands on. Always 

start with the grunt work—find the right publications, and the 

appropriate writers in those publications. When reaching out 

to them, make sure they know this isn’t a mass email, that you 

sought them out because you know this is something they will be 

interested in. Cultivating a reciprocal relationship is key, and greatly 

increases your chances of getting coverage.”9

Have you previously worked with the person you want to pitch? If not, your first interaction with 

them should never be an ask. Instead, set up a coffee, lunch, or other informal meeting. And 

when you meet with them, focus on legitimately getting to know them.

“If you’ve worked with somebody and established a relationship and trust factor, you’re more 

likely to get your story heard,” says Forbes’ Lane. “It’s not, ‘I know you and I’ll write about you.’ 

The dialogue is more on if they trust you or not to deliver a great story. That’s the key.”10

It’s a long process to build trust and relationships with reporters, but that’s one of the primary 

reasons you design a communications strategy in yearly intervals. Once you’ve established a 

rapport with a journalist, it’s on you to keep the relationship alive.

9 Blonde 2.0 Blog, “Six Tips to Getting PR for Nonprofits Right.” https://www.blonde20.com/blog/2014/12/30/
six-tips-to-getting-pr-for-nonprofits-right/

10 YouTube, “Why Some Stories Make Headlines and Others Fall Flat.” https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=qnRos4swW_8

https://www.blonde20.com/blog/2014/12/30/six-tips-to-getting-pr-for-nonprofits-right/
https://www.blonde20.com/blog/2014/12/30/six-tips-to-getting-pr-for-nonprofits-right/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qnRos4swW_8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qnRos4swW_8
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Define the Future of PR in the  
Social Sector

PR isn’t a hard science like astrophysics or mechanical engineering. It’s fluid and ethereal. Most 

recently, PR has shifted away from agencies’ shotgun blast strategy towards a laser-focused 

approach. It’s wrong to say the landscape of PR is dead or dying, but it absolutely needs to be 

redefined.

“Communications teams are still busy cranking out old-style press releases and sending them 

to editors at their local newspapers and television stations hoping that they will pick up their 

announcements about their fundraising galas, grant awards, and capital campaigns. And they 

are often cursing the local paper when it publishes yet another loosely-sourced story about 

overhead costs and CEO salaries.”11

Nonprofits should seize this shift in momentum as a chance to develop the future of PR for the 

sector on their own terms. It seems an almost insurmountable problem, but the first step toward 

a solution is to start taking control of your messaging, branding, and story. Once you establish 

your nonprofit’s key message and strategy, then you can see where you might selectively tap an 

agency’s resources where—and if—needed.

There are nonprofits that have taken it upon themselves to blaze forward on this path and make 

PR fit their organization instead of the other way around.

4  |

11 The Nonprofit Marketing Guide, “Stop Approaching Public Relations Like It’s 2007.” http://www.
nonprofitmarketingguide.com/blog/2015/02/10/stop-approaching-public-relations-like-its-2007/

http://www.nonprofitmarketingguide.com/blog/2015/02/10/stop-approaching-public-relations-like-its-20
http://www.nonprofitmarketingguide.com/blog/2015/02/10/stop-approaching-public-relations-like-its-20
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The Wing Luke Museum of the Asian Pacific 
American Experience

The only Bruce Lee exhibit in any museum in the world, outside of Hong Kong, is in Seattle, 

Washington, at the Wing Luke Museum. As Mark Renfree of PRNews writes, they faced a unique 

problem.

“The problem the partners faced wasn’t with the exhibit itself—Bruce Lee holds enough cultural 

cachet to drum up a cosmic amount of interest on his own—but rather, they had to battle the 

local perception of the museum.”12

12 PRNews Online, “How Bruce Lee’s Yellow Jumpsuit Drove Brand Awareness for an Unsung Museum.” http://
www.prnewsonline.com/how-an-agency-and-its-partner-expanded-the-museums-audience/

http://www.prnewsonline.com/how-an-agency-and-its-partner-expanded-the-museums-audience/
http://www.prnewsonline.com/how-an-agency-and-its-partner-expanded-the-museums-audience/
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Here’s how they solved this problem, broken down into the steps outlined in this guide:

• Media Message. Help the public see that the museum isn’t exclusively for the Asian 

population in Seattle.

• Strategy. Research Bruce Lee, his appeal to audiences, and depth of character to develop a 

three-part series about him.

• Targeted Stories. “Bruce Lee: The Martial Artist and Philosopher”; “Bruce Lee: The 

Groundbreaker and Icon”; “Bruce Lee: The Artist.”

• Pitch. At this point, after establishing their own message, strategy, and stories, The Wing 

Luke Museum decided to pitch an outside PR agency, Copacino+Fujikado, to help increase 

their reach. They wanted to build hype and excitement around the new exhibit.

• Outside the Box. Together, the two blanketed the city and their 

social media channels with Bruce Lee’s famous yellow jumpsuit. 

They featured politicians, actors, and reporters in the suit before 

working with Seattle Mayor Ed Murray to declare October 3 as 

Bruce Lee Day.

• Research. They made 32 million impressions on Twitter, the 

story syndicated on national media outlets, and the news spread 

to 13 countries. Further, the campaign generated a 670 percent 

increase in visitor participation to the museum.
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Be the Expert

Part of what brought the Wing Luke Museum so much success was the fact that they leveraged 

their own expertise. In a similar vein, you can build your communications strategy so that it 

aligns with your niche expertise in your market vertical. Panepento writes that becoming this  

de-facto expert could, in fact, draw reporters to you.

“One way to get the attention of reporters is to become a go-to source when they are covering 

a particular issue. If you work at a healthcare nonprofit, for example, having your executive 

director quoted in a story about a health trend is likely to give you more mileage than a mention 

about your annual gala. And here’s a secret about reporters—if you’ve been a good source for 

them in the past, they’re likely to put you at the top of their list of calls the next time they’re 

covering a topic.”13

Further, being an expert in your field opens the door to becoming a contributor at publications. 

Most news sites are hungry for content every day of the week. A great way to feed them stories  

is to be a contributing author.

This accomplishes two things. First, it further deepens your relationship with a publication. 

Second, it allows you to specifically tailor your created content to line up with your PR 

communications strategy.

Lastly, always strive to make your nonprofit newsworthy. Take on big challenges, build great 

infrastructure, and solve problems. Always put your story in the public eye when you get the 

chance, but always be sure it’s in line with your overarching communications strategy.

13 The Nonprofit Marketing Guide, “Developing a Modern Public Relations Strategy.” http://www.
nonprofitmarketingguide.com/blog/2015/03/17/developing-a-modern-public-relations-strategy/

http://www.nonprofitmarketingguide.com/blog/2015/03/17/developing-a-modern-public-relations-strategy
http://www.nonprofitmarketingguide.com/blog/2015/03/17/developing-a-modern-public-relations-strategy
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Conclusion

The PR world may seem convoluted and confusing at first glance, but look a little deeper and 

you’ll see it’s well within your range to begin tackling in-house. The key to success is outlining a 

communications strategy.

Don’t consider this process busy work. Take pleasure in setting expectations for yourself, 

your nonprofit, and the news organizations you want to work with. Further, a detailed 

communications strategy keeps you accountable for your goals, successes, and failures.

If the going gets tough, remember that PR agencies are a great resource to help you on your 

way. With your strategy and story in hand, you remain in the driver’s seat, while they can suggest 

routes.

Now get out there and get some news coverage—the world is waiting to hear your nonprofit’s 

story.
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No matter how you build your PR machine, you’re going 

to have to engage directly with the media. It can be an 

intimidating process, but you can destroy any anxieties  

and doubts through dedicated preparation.

Learn how to put your best foot forward

Prepare for Your Media Journey

http://bit.ly/2fivjoL

