
How a Nonprofit 
Shifted its PR 
Strategy in 2020



As we enter the homestretch of a tumultuous 
year, every industry continues to be impacted in 
unprecedented ways. The global pandemic, social 
unrest, uncertainty surrounding the elections, and a 
weakened economy have all contributed to a difficult 
business landscape. 
 

Despite all of the uncertainty in business and the noise 

in media, there are nonprofits who are providing shining 

examples of adjusting to the constant change and adapting 

their PR strategies to ensure continued commitment to 

their vision in spite of the difficult circumstances. One such 

nonprofit, The St. Baldrick’s Foundation, has done an especially 

effective job in shifting their awareness and PR strategy this 

year. Let’s take a closer look at the foundation to see what has 

made this nonprofit successful in spite of these challenging 

times for businesses and PR efforts. 



The Challenge of Nonprofits
Of all the business sectors, none are more vulnerable right now than the nonprofit sector. 

Long before this trying year, running a nonprofit was a challenging endeavor in and of itself. 

These types of organizations have long grappled with problems centered around accessing 

funding, generating enough revenue, and balancing the budget, just to name a few. 

Now especially, PR efforts are at a premium. Businesses find themselves in the difficult 

position of getting their messages out in a time where the overall cacophony threatens 

to drown them out. Conveying brand messages through earned media efforts have 

always held a weighted importance for nonprofits. So much of the good work that these 

organizations do is communicated through media coverage, word-of-mouth, in person 

events, and good storytelling. 
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What is St. Baldrick’s?
The St. Baldrick’s Foundation is a volunteer and donor-powered 

charity committed to supporting the most promising research to 

find cures for childhood cancers and giving survivors long and 

healthy lives. The bread and butter of the foundation’s awareness 

efforts are their head shaving events. It started when three 

businesspeople - Tim Kenny, John Bender, and Enda McDonnell 

- challenged each other to go bald to raise money for childhood 

cancer research. Their goal was to raise $17,000. They ended up 

raising $104,000. Since that inaugural head-shaving event on March 

17, 2000, hundreds of thousands of people have gone bald to raise 

money for childhood cancer research at St. Baldrick’s head-shaving 

events across the country. Since 2005, St. Baldrick’s has awarded 

more than $300 million in childhood cancer research grants.

The great thing about St. Baldrick’s work is that you aren’t 

just giving to one institution; you are giving to more than 379 

institutions that are treating kids with cancer across the U.S. and 

beyond. The research that St. Baldrick’s funds has the potential to 

impact every kid diagnosed with cancer. So much of these funds are 

dependent on St. Baldrick’s head shaving events and the positive 

publicity and reach that they generate. 
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Pivoting in  
Challenging Times
This changed quite dramatically when COVID-19 

struck. The foundation found itself in a difficult 

situation. With the need for lockdowns and social 

distancing, St. Baldrick’s was forced to pivot from 

their in-person head shaving event format and their 

more general pitches to localized media outlets. If 

it wanted to remain successful, the foundation had 

to quickly and efficiently adjust their head shaving 

events and the surrounding PR strategy.

So how was St. Baldrick’s able to effectively pull off 

the pivot? At the beginning of the pandemic, the 

foundation reached out to its immediate audience – 

staff, volunteers, honored families, donors, advocates, 

partners and researchers – to keep them updated 

on how closures, social distancing regulations 

and restrictions on public events would affect St. 

Baldrick’s volunteer organized events and overall 

business operations. It was important to St. Baldrick’s 

that it spoke to its immediate audience to let them 

know that they were aware of what was happening, 

the impact it was having on everyone, and to reassure 

them that leadership was working together to 

determine next steps to continue fundraising for kids 

with cancer while keeping volunteers and  

supporters safe. 

The next steps included an email that went out 

to St. Baldrick’s audience letting them know that 

in-person events were cancelled for the foreseeable 

future and encouraged people to get creative with 

their virtual fundraisers. Then came the big switch; St. 
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Baldrick’s started to host virtual head-shaving events on YouTube and Facebook Live and invited 

their volunteers to participate. Volunteers started to host their own virtual head-shaving events 

taking place on YouTube, Facebook Live, Tiltify, and other streaming sites. These virtual head 

shavings have continued since their implementation. At the same time, St. Baldrick’s reached out 

to national news outlets like Forbes and Chronicle of Philanthropy to earn coverage sharing its 

advice on how to maneuver during one of the most difficult years in recent memory.

St. Baldrick’s had to pivot their media relations strategy from one that focused heavily on local 

media pitching for local in-person head-shaving events, to one that focused on other areas of 

expertise. With the help of Cision’s services, St. Baldrick’s has been able to earn local coverage 

during this time by being able to identify reporters who cover stories about research/science, 

human interest, childhood cancer, nonprofits and leadership in a time of crisis. The key was to 

find story angles that related to the impact of COVID-19, but still were on brand for St. Baldrick’s 

and tied back to their mission. This idea of impact led them to create key messages around how 

childhood cancer will not pause because of a pandemic and will in fact impact these kids even 

more with disruptions to treatment and concern around their compromised immune systems. 

St. Baldrick’s highlighted key childhood cancer statistics and how this pandemic is affecting kids 

with cancer and research funding, and calling attention to the need to continue to fund lifesaving 

childhood cancer research.
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Key Takeaways:
Businesses and brands of every shape and size can take a page out of St. Baldrick’s 

playbook on shifting a comms strategy amid tumultuous times. While the St. Baldrick’s 

model might not be a one-size-fits-all, it highlights the fact that every brand needs to 

take certain actions if they want continued commitment to their mission throughout 

challenging times: 

Communicate with key stakeholders - St. Baldrick’s clearly and effectively 

communicated the situation to internal and external stakeholders, 

setting their brand up for success at the start of the pandemic. This initial 

communication to key stakeholders was critical in creating a sense of trust 

and confidence throughout the uncertainty to their organization and target audiences. 

When a crisis takes place, it’s crucial to consider each of your audiences and what 

information they need to be aware of at the beginning, middle and end of a crisis. 

Use technology to support your efforts – By nimbly transitioning to virtual 

events, St. Baldrick’s was able to continue to generate interest for the 

foundation, and as a result keep generating donations. Regardless of what 

type of crisis is taking place, technology can be used to build a more strategic 

comms plan, whether it’s transitioning to virtual events or using PR technology to take a 

deep look into what media coverage is most effective for your brand. While brands should 

regularly embrace new technology and trends, a crisis provides ample opportunity to do so.   

Be adaptable - While each crisis creates its own set of challenges, every 

business should have a crisis communications plan already in place in order 

to have the ability to move quicker during these stressful times. By quickly 

adapting their PR strategy, St. Baldrick’s was able to continue garnering 

positive awareness in the media, which also supported their donation efforts. Challenging 

times call for creativity, dependability, and adaptability. Consider how your brand can 

provide a unique POV in the midst of a crisis and shift your media strategy where necessary.  

 

In periods of uncertainty, companies should act fast but thoughtfully, over-communicate 

when necessary, and use data and technology to build a more effective comms plan. Brands 

who quickly adapt and communicate with strong and distinctive messaging will ultimately 

cut through the noise.  
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Cision is a leading global provider of earned media software and wire 

distribution services to public relations and marketing communications 

professionals. Cision's software allows users to identify key influencers, 

craft and distribute strategic content, and measure meaningful 

impact. Cision has over 4,800 employees with offices in 24 countries 

throughout the Americas, EMEA, and APAC. For more information about 

Cision's award-winning products and services, including the Cision 

Communications Cloud®, visit www.cision.com and follow Cision on 

Twitter @Cision. 

http://www.cision.com
https://twitter.com/Cision

