
First Do No Harm:
The Top Five Communications Mistakes 
Nonprofits Make Every Day 
(and How to Fix them)

Massachusetts Nonprofit Network   |   November 1, 2017



We can be constrained by commonly 
used and accepted solutions in our field.



#1  Resonance







Beliefs that vaccines
have serious side 

effects

Nyhan, B., Reifler, J., Richey, S. and Freed G.L. (2014) Effective 
Messages in Vaccine Promotion: A Randomized Trial. 
Pediatrics; March 3, 2014; DOI: 10.1542/peds.2013-2365 

Intent to vaccinate 



Confirmation Bias

“People will resist abandoning a false 
belief unless they have a 

compelling alternative explanation.” 
David Ignatius, Washington Post 2016
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 Students are passive 
receptacles for information.

 Learning should be 
compartmentalized.

 The goal is to get a good job.

 Hands-on learning helps kids 
prepare for life.

 Interaction among students 
enhances their attention.

Student Learning



We can hold two competing frames as true.

Our goal is to appeal to the more productive frame.

Resonate in the right direction.



#2  Crisis









“Kids running through a field. Kids running 
across the street. Policemen with clubs 
and helmets. A student pushed to the 
ground and handcuffed by three officers. 
Lots of movement. Enough to bump to 
second place the discovery of a woman’s 
corpse by a group of mountain bikers. 
There were no pictures of that.

And the pictures looked convincing. I 
mean, the police were wearing riot gear –
how can you not lead with footage of riot 
gear?”



Crisis framing is designed to elicit a behavior change.

But it doesn’t last.



The Problem with Problems

Fatalism



The Problem with Problems

Fatalism

Low Motivation

Magic



Communicate urgency, but don’t forget efficacy.



#3  Fact checking



Myths misremembered as facts

Got worse over time

Attributed false info to CDC



Myside bias
Bush assertion that tax 
cuts increase revenue.

Source: Nyhan, Brendan, and Jason Reifler. 2010. 
“When corrections fail: The persistence of political 
misperceptions. Political Behavior, 32(2), 303-330.

Same message, plus data

“The tax relief stimulated economic 
vitality and growth and it has helped 
increase revenues to the Treasury,” 
Bush said in his weekly radio 
address. “The increased revenues 
and our spending restraint have led 
to good progress in reducing the 
federal deficit.”

“However, even with the recent 
increases, revenues in 2005 will 
remain well below previous projections 
from the CBO. The major tax cut of 
2001 and further cuts in each of the 
last three years were followed by an 
unprecedented three year decline in 
nominal tax revenues, from $2 trillion 
in 2000 to $1.8 trillion in 2003.”



Myside biasBush assertion that tax 
cuts increase revenue.

Source: Nyhan, Brendan, and Jason Reifler. 2010. 
“When corrections fail: The persistence of political 
misperceptions. Political Behavior, 32(2), 303-330.

Same message, plus data

“The tax relief stimulated economic vitality and 
growth and it has helped increase revenues to 
the Treasury,” Bush said in his weekly radio 
address. “The increased revenues and our 
spending restraint have led to good progress 
in reducing the federal deficit.”

“However, even with the recent increases, 
revenues in 2005 will remain well below 
previous projections from the CBO. The major 
tax cut of 2001 and further cuts in each of the 
last three years were followed by an 
unprecedented three year decline in nominal tax 
revenues, from $2 trillion in 2000 to $1.8 trillion 
in 2003.”

Conservatives more likely than liberals to 
believe that tax cuts increase revenue.

FINDINGS

But, conservatives exposed to myth + fact 
were TWO TIMES more supportive of “tax 
cuts increase revenue” statement than 
those exposed to just the myth.



Human cognition is not logical.

Our goal is to offer alternative, more compelling 
frames, not refute the ones that don’t align.



Recognize existence of misperception.
“Contrary to popular belief…”

State affirmative case
“In fact…”

Expand affirmative case
Examples, explanatory chain, etc.

Kill off misperception completely
“The data clearly shows…”



Framing Practice

Open with a “myth-busting alert” phrase.
Continue the sentence with a clear, concise statement of what IS true.
Elaborate on “affirmative case” with more explanation, data, or example.
Conclude with a statement that “kills the myth.”



#4  Individualize









As we attempt to change a system, we use 
examples of individuals to prove our point, 

without tying the two together. 



Not All Stories Are Created Equal

Support for oral health equity policies



Cause/Responsibility Solutions



If your cause is systemic change, talk in systemic terms.

Explicitly tie cause, responsibility, and solutions 
together when using exemplar stories.

Provide context, explain problems, advance solutions that 
apply universally, not just in individual circumstances.



Illegal aliens

Undocumented workers

Immigration



Man-made pollution

Atmosphere trapping CO2

Climate Change



Controlling impulses

Recalibrating the brain

Addiction



Student potential

Teaching and learning

Education



Avoid language that unwittingly advances an 
individualistic notion of the problem.

Whenever and wherever possible, expand the
audience view to the entire system.



#5  Short-Term Wins



Too often, communicators 
seek to serve their short-term 

interests while ignoring the 
effects of a broader public narrative.



Fundraising

Legislative wins

Volunteer sign-ups

Media coverage

OpEd placement
Social media engagement

Celebrity endorsement
Event attendance



Issue advocacy is about 
shifting a public narrative.

That is, shifting fundamental mindsets 
that are the lens through which 

people consider an issue.

Advance mindsets that impact 
long-term behavior change.





Reduced
Hope



Alternative



Anger & Guilt Donations

Reduced Hope
Understanding  
Engagement
Solutions SupportTraditional

Alternative



AVOID ADVANCE

• Individualism

• Consumerism

• “Deserving” opportunity

• Low-income trade-offs

• Crisis 

• Story of them

• Balance people, places, systems

• Myth-busting / Fact-checking

• Intersectionality

• Explicit causes and effects

• Examples of successful policies

• Story of us



How do people think and 
talk about our issue?

Messaging is not the 
same as narrative.



Identifying the broad public 
narrative around our issue is 

key to avoiding triggering 
unproductive or short-term mindsets.
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