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Abstract

Effective messaging is a core component of non-profit crisis communication, ensuring that
critical information is delivered clearly, accurately, and in a manner accessible to diverse
audiences. This Teaching Paper presents practical frameworks and checklists to guide
message creation, dissemination, and evaluation during emergencies. The SW1H, CLEAR,
and KISS frameworks provide structured approaches to crafting concise, actionable, and
empathetic messages for stakeholders with varying literacy levels and language preferences.
Complementary checklists for message creation and evaluation ensure accuracy, relevance,
consistency, accessibility, and measurable impact. By applying these tools, organizations
can enhance situational awareness, support informed decision-making among staff and
communities, and strengthen trust during crises. The paper includes practical examples,
multilingual adaptations, and guidance on continuous improvement, equipping both
practitioners and academics with actionable strategies to design high-impact crisis

communication messages.

Keywords
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Executive Summary

Non-profits operating in crisis-prone environments must communicate critical information
effectively to diverse audiences, including staff, volunteers, community members, and
partners. Messaging frameworks provide structured guidance for clarity, accuracy, and
actionability, while checklists ensure that each message meets quality standards and
addresses audience needs. This Teaching Paper introduces three key frameworks—S5W1H,

CLEAR, and KISS—each tailored to specific communication goals and literacy
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considerations. It provides step-by-step guidance for message creation, assessment, and
continuous improvement, including audience segmentation, multilingual adaptations, and
accessibility considerations. Realistic examples illustrate application across high-literacy,
low-literacy, and multilingual contexts. By systematically applying these frameworks and
checklists, non-profits can ensure their messages achieve intended outcomes, minimize

miscommunication, and foster trust during emergencies.

Purpose and Learning Objectives

Purpose: Equip non-profit professionals with structured tools and checklists to create clear,

actionable, and inclusive crisis messages.
Learning Objectives:
1.  Understand and apply the SW1H, CLEAR, and KISS messaging frameworks.

2. Develop messages tailored to diverse audiences, including low-literacy and

multilingual communities.
3. Use checklists to ensure message clarity, accuracy, relevance, and accessibility.

4. Evaluate the effectiveness of messages and apply feedback for continuous

improvement.

5. Integrate messaging strategies into broader crisis communication plans.

Background and Context

Messaging is a foundational element of effective crisis communication (Coombs, 2015;
Fearn-Banks, 2016). Non-profits often face challenges such as diverse audiences, literacy
variation, and limited communication infrastructure, necessitating structured tools to ensure
clarity and reach (Bryson, 2018). Frameworks such as SW1H and CLEAR offer practical
guidance for including essential information and structuring messages logically, while the
KISS principle emphasizes simplicity for accessibility. Evaluation checklists allow
organizations to systematically assess message effectiveness, improve future

communication, and ensure alignment with stakeholder needs (Patton, 2011). This
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combination of structured creation and evaluation strengthens organizational resilience and

supports stakeholder trust during crises.

Practical Guide

Messaging Frameworks

1. SW1H: Ensures all critical elements are included: Who, What, When, Where, Why, How.
Example: “Flood warning for [Community]. Heavy rainfall expected on [Date] at [Time].
Move to higher ground immediately. Follow updates on local radio [Station Name] and call

[Emergency Number] for assistance.”
2. CLEAR: Focuses on clarity and actionability.

*  Concise, Logical, Empathetic, Actionable, Relevant.
Example: “Chemical spill at [Location]. Stay indoors, close windows, and listen to

[Local Radio Station] for instructions. Emergency services responding.”
3. KISS (Keep It Short and Simple): Simplifies language for all literacy levels.

e Short sentences, avoid jargon, include visual aids.

Example: “Earthquake! Drop, cover, hold on. Move away from windows. Stay safe.”

Message Creation Checklist

* Audience Identification: Literacy levels, language preferences.

e  Content Accuracy: Verify facts and ensure current information.

e  Clarity & Conciseness: Use simple, direct language.

* Relevance: Provide essential information and instructions.

*  Actionable Instructions: Clear steps for immediate response.

*  Empathy & Support: Convey understanding and provide help options.

*  Consistency: Unified messaging across channels.
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e Accessibility: Multiple formats for disabilities (text, audio, visuals).

Example Messages

* High Literacy Audience: “Due to ongoing flood risk, evacuate to shelters at
[Address 1] and [Address 2]. Bring essential items and follow safety instructions.
Updates via [URL] and local radio [Station].”

 Low Literacy Audience: “Flood coming. Go to safe place: [Address 1] or [Address
2]. Bring important things. Listen to [Station].”

*  Multilingual Example:

o  English: “Fire in the building. Leave now. Use stairs, not elevators. Help

others.”

o Spanish: “Fuego en el edificio. Salga ahora. Use las escaleras, no los

ascensores. Ayude a otros.”

o French: “Feu dans le batiment. Sortez maintenant. Utilisez les escaliers, pas

les ascenseurs. Aidez les autres.”

Evaluation Checklist
*  Feedback Collection: Test comprehension with a sample audience.
 Impact Assessment: Verify message reach and response.

* Continuous Improvement: Adjust messages based on feedback and observed

actions.

Case Study

Scenario: A small non-profit in Southeast Asia faced a sudden wildfire.

1. Message Creation: Using the CLEAR framework, staff drafted actionable

evacuation instructions.
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Audience Consideration: Messages adapted for low-literacy residents and translated

into English and local dialect.
Dissemination: Messages sent via SMS, local radio, and WhatsApp groups.

Evaluation: Feedback from community volunteers indicated full understanding; all

affected residents evacuated safely.

Improvement: Post-crisis debrief led to updating message templates for future

incidents.

Common Challenges and Tips

Challenge: Messages misunderstood by low-literacy audiences.

Tip: Use KISS framework and visual cues.

Challenge: Conflicting messages across channels.

Tip: Coordinate internally and standardize messaging templates.

Challenge: Limited feedback mechanisms.

Tip: Establish hotlines or SMS response options.

Reflection Questions

How do you ensure your messages are understandable across literacy levels?

Which frameworks (SW1H, CLEAR, KISS) best suit your organization’s audiences?
How can multilingual communication improve crisis response?

What methods can you use to evaluate the effectiveness of your messages?

How can you integrate message feedback into future planning?

Limitations and Considerations

Frameworks cannot replace real-time decision-making.
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e  Message effectiveness depends on dissemination channels and audience accessibility.

e Cultural and technological differences may require adaptations.

Academic Value

This Teaching Paper contributes to the field of non-profit crisis communication by
providing structured, practical tools for designing messages that are clear, actionable, and
inclusive. By linking frameworks to evaluation methods, it supports applied research on

communication effectiveness in emergency settings, bridging theory and practice.

Conclusion and Next Steps

Structured messaging frameworks and checklists enable non-profits to communicate
effectively during crises. Organizations should integrate these tools into standard operating
procedures, conduct message-testing exercises, and continuously update content based on
feedback and evaluation results. Future steps include expanding multilingual capabilities,
integrating accessibility tools, and monitoring emerging communication technologies for

improved reach.
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