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MAKING PROGRESS

THE WORLD
IS MOVING IN
RAPID AND
DISORIENTING
WAYS...

...NONE MORE SO THAN IN
HOW WE COMMUNICATE AND
ENGAGE WITH EACH OTHER.
2021 is unlikely to go down as a banner
year for civil society: battered by the
pandemic and a decade of austerity;
a government that vacillates between
being unresponsive to being antagonistic;
endless and exhausting skirmishes in
the “culture wars”; scandals that have
undermined trust in the sector plus the
shifting sands of social and demographic
change. Charities and civil society
organisations have work to do so they
can make progress for their causes
in 2022.

COMMUNICATIONS WILL BE CRITICAL
TO MAKING THAT PROGRESS.
We have identified five communications
challenges for organisations to tackle in
the coming year:
1
2
3
4
5

Earning a licence to operate
Communicating your difference
Lack of government support
Having a conversation
Bursting the bubble
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SNAPSHOT

CHALLENGE ONE:

EARNING A
LICENCE TO
OPERATE

CIVIL SOCIETY ORGANISATIONS NEED TO ACTIVELY
DEMONSTRATE HOW THEY WORK AND LIVE THEIR
VALUES IF THEY ARE TO INCREASE PUBLIC TRUST
AND BE ABLE TO SPEAK OUT WITH AUTHORITY.
From recent campaigns like #CharitySoWhite and
#NotJustNCVO to the initially slow pace of making
commitments to tackle the climate crisis, charities
have a growing issue with their licence to operate.
Increasingly, the way charities operate is being
scrutinised. There is an urgent need to walk the
talk, going beyond compliance across the whole
spectrum of progressive issues and not just within
a charity’s objectives.
This is going to become increasingly important in
relation to the climate crisis as pressure to demonstrate
that action is supporting a just transition grows from
both beneficiaries and funders.

68% of people said that they
had experienced, witnessed or
heard stories about racism in
their time in the charity sector.1
4 8% of the public agreed that
charities have responded well
to the pandemic so far.2

HOW CAN COMMUNICATIONS HELP?
Let your key audiences in on the journey you
are taking to make progress in every aspect
of what you do. Communicate proactively on
new policies as you develop and implement
them, highlighting some of the challenges and
complexities you are confronting and seeking
to overcome. Being actively visible rather
than passively transparent will win over the
important audiences and help to neutralise
any critical voices.
On a practical note, ensure issues relating
to your organisation’s policies and values,
such as inclusion, are considered and
actively responded to as part of your overall
risk register.

60% of the public think that
the role charities play in society
is ‘essential’ or ‘very important’
– up from 55% in 2020.3
3 0 of the top 50 charities have
publicly committed to some
carbon reduction targets.4
2 4 of the 50 (48%) have also
published a plan of how they
are going to achieve their
targets in this area.5
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CHALLENGE TWO:

COMMUNICATING
YOUR DIFFERENCE
CIVIL SOCIETY ORGANISATIONS FACE
INCREASING COMPETITION FROM BUSINESSES
ON THE ISSUE AND DELIVERY OF SOCIAL
AND ENVIRONMENTAL CHANGE.
Progressive businesses are becoming bolder and more
vocal in their own campaigning and communication
tackling the climate emergency and addressing
inequalities. They often come with deeper pockets and
a larger captive audience, so how can charities do more
to compete, communicate their point of difference and
exploit the increased profile for progressive causes?

B usinesses are more trusted
than charities.6
Covid-19 has bought social
purpose to the fore and driven
a 15% increase in organisations
including ‘supporting local
communities’ as part of their
sustainability practices.7

HOW CAN COMMUNICATIONS HELP?
Social and environmental change is all charities
do, which is a key differentiator from business,
so make that a fundamental part of all of your
communications. Regularly reiterate your vision
and purpose across your channels and build
a thought leadership voice on the issue your
organisation is set up to challenge.
Identify a senior leader in the organisation with
the desire and authority to increase your profile.
Then seek to build their profile through an active
voice in the media and on social that amplifies
your role, authority and impact on the cause
you are seeking to support or tackle.

60% of Britain’s largest
businesses are now signed up to
the UN’s Race to Zero Strategy.8
T he number of certified B Corps
in the UK has grown by over a third
in the last year and is now the
fastest growing purpose-driven
business community in the world.9
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CHALLENGE THREE:

SNAPSHOT

LACK OF
GOVERNMENT
SUPPORT

BUILDING STRONG RELATIONSHIPS WITH
A DISENGAGED AND SOMETIMES EVEN
ANTAGONISTIC GOVERNMENT NEEDS TO REMAIN
A PRIORITY DESPITE THE FRUSTRATIONS.
Charities are at their best when they are the levers
for change, inspiring or pressuring others such as
government or business to take action or increase
the scope, scale and pace of change that charities
have pioneered or road-tested.
Relations with government are at a low ebb. Charities
need to demonstrate both their value as partners
for change and their power for holding government
to account and inspiring the public and others to
put pressure on for action. A healthy relationship
with policy makers is critical for a healthy society.

67% of charity respondents
to a survey on campaigning
felt politicians’ attitudes were
getting more negative to civil
society campaigning.10
E vidence shows that charities
are feeling the ‘chilling effect’
of the Lobbying Act.11

HOW CAN COMMUNICATIONS HELP?
The pandemic has seen a growth in successful
collaboration across the sector, through initiatives
like #NeverMoreNeeded. When planning
campaigns, look for opportunities to collaborate
and provide a shared voice on an issue to political
audiences. This will increase the authority of
your campaign and avoid you competing with
natural collaborators working to the same goal.
Offer to help politicians, whether in government or
not, by providing insights, ideas and suggestions
on the issues they have a responsibility for or
are campaigning on themselves. This can be
alongside campaigns and communications
highlighting your opposition to policies and
opinions and stops you having a purely
adversarial relationship with key stakeholders
in government and politics more generally.

C ulture Secretary Oliver Dowden
claimed that charities were being
‘hijacked by a vocal minority
seeking to burnish their woke
credentials’ when commenting
on the recruitment of a new
Chair of the Charity Commission.12
Income from the Government
declined 2.1% between 2017/18
and 2018/19 – having peaked at
£17.6bn or 37% of voluntary
sector income in 2009/10.13
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CHALLENGE FOUR:

SNAPSHOT

HAVING A
CONVERSATION
COMMUNICATIONS MODELS HAVE SHIFTED
FROM TALKING ‘AT’ AUDIENCES TO
COMMUNICATING ‘WITH’ AUDIENCES AND CIVIL
SOCIETY ORGANISATIONS NEED TO ENSURE
THEY ARE NOT SHOUTING INTO A VACUUM.
Finding relevant routes, messages and messengers
for engaging people, stakeholders, communities and
organisations is critical with the ongoing proliferation
and atomisation of routes to reach audiences,
particularly younger ones.
Mainstream routes are becoming less and less effective
as ways for reaching truly mass audiences and charities
are going to have to become more adept at using a
variety of tactics that aim to involve people in a way that
is relevant to them as individuals. How can audiences
add their own voices and do some of the heavy lifting
for charities?

67% of charities said they have
changed how they communicate
with regular givers.14

HOW CAN COMMUNICATIONS HELP?
One of the most effective ways to respond to
this challenge is to invest time in developing
platforms to allow audiences to interact with
you and be vocal on relevant issues. You can
do that by curating opportunities for audiences
to both engage with you and have their say
or express their thoughts on a specific issue,
e.g. through social media-led polls and
questionnaires and social take-overs.
You can extend that to the people directly
affected by the cause or issue you are tackling
– involve them in telling their own stories rather
than telling them on their behalf, and frame
opportunities for them to communicate directly
to the audiences that matter to you.

7 5% of charities expect to
continue their increased use
of digital channels even after
lockdown, and 49% said they
expect to continue using
channels they had not used
before lockdown.15
 ith the rise of Clubhouse,
W
Twitter Spaces, Facebook live
audio rooms and Spotify’s
Greenroom, social audio is one of
the biggest trends for charities.16
Complaints about fundraising
television adverts nearly doubled
in the last year, from 430 to 715.17
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CHALLENGE FIVE:

SNAPSHOT

BURSTING
THE BUBBLE

THE RAPIDLY GROWING ALGORITHM-DRIVEN
WAY WE CONSUME MEDIA AND INTERACT
ON SOCIAL MEANS THAT AUDIENCES ARE
PREDOMINANTLY TALKING TO OTHERS WHO
HOLD THE SAME VIEWS AND CONSUMING
CONTENT FROM THE SAME SOURCES.
As people increasingly stay in their own bubble, they
see those outside as antagonistic or different. There
is less and less communication and discourse across
different attitudes and communities, and charities have
a challenge of finding common ground and making sure
they don’t fall into the same trap. Building momentum
for change around an issue is much more likely to
succeed if it attracts support from diverse audiences.

28% of people in the UK have
stopped talking to someone
in person or online because
of their political opinion, rising
to 53% of those under 30.18

HOW CAN COMMUNICATIONS HELP?
The most effective approach is taking an
outside in rather than an inside out approach
to your communications and applying some
simple behaviour change principles. Map
out the audiences that matter to you in terms
of achieving your goals and build up an
understanding of their attitudes, circumstances,
barriers and motivators for engaging with
the issue you want to engage them on.
Go one step further and ask them for their
opinions and insights on you and the issue
you are seeking to change. This empathetic
approach to communications will reduce the risk
of you preaching only to the converted and being
homogenous in your tone of voice and output.

O nly one in five Britons were
found to be self-censoring, but
36% are more afraid today about
expressing an unpopular view
than they were a few years ago.19
O nline and offline hate crimes
are increasing, and while the
link between online and offline
hate is still being explored,
some studies show correlations
between the two.20
T he Good Life 2030 Citizen
research has identified 7
separate groups of UK society,
mainly with their views and
approaches to issues such as
climate change in mind, and
looked at their new priorities.21
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HOW WE
CAN HELP
FORSTER COMMUNICATIONS HAS
BEEN HELPING CHARITIES IMPROVE
THEIR COMMUNICATIONS SINCE
WE WERE FOUNDED 25 YEARS AGO.
If you’d like to discuss any communications
challenges or opportunities your organisation is
facing, please get in touch. We would love to help:
forster.co.uk
info@forster.co.uk
020 7403 2230

FOR MORE INSIGHTS ON
TACKLING COMMUNICATIONS
CHALLENGES, PLEASE SEE OUR
WEBSITE OR CLICK THROUGH
ON THE ARTICLES BELOW:
Be visible – Charities, the
climate crisis and responding
to progressive challenges
Making space on the bench –
giving people with direct experience
a role in your communications
Communicating complexity
in a binary world
Make progress by being progressive
– communicating your values to bring
audiences with you
Let’s change the rules of
engagement – it’s time to get real
Now’s the time for visibility –
going beyond transparency
Changing hearts and minds – it’s
a matter of knowing your audience
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FORSTER COMMUNICATIONS
HELPS ORGANISATIONS
TURN THEIR AMBITIONS FOR
SOCIAL AND ENVIRONMENTAL
CHANGE INTO ACTION.

TOGETHER, WE HAVE
IMPROVED THE QUALITY OF
LIFE FOR MILLIONS OF PEOPLE
ACROSS THE WORLD AND
CONTINUE TO TACKLE TODAY’S
SUSTAINABILITY CHALLENGES.

Our specialist communications services bring together
experience, insights and connections to tackle the barriers
that are preventing progress, change policies into practice,
and create tangible value for our clients, their stakeholders
and society.

SOCIAL CHANGE IS ALL WE DO – WE KNOW THE ISSUES
INSIDE OUT, UNDERSTAND WHAT MAKES PEOPLE TICK,
AND BRING PEOPLE TOGETHER TO ACCELERATE ACTION.
We are a founding UK B Corp and work with pioneering
organisations and individuals to accelerate positive impact
through strategic planning, reputation building and thought
leadership programmes, flagship campaigns and crisis
communications. Partnership and collaboration sit at the
heart of our approach to informing and inspiring action
and results.
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