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Quick Start:
How to Use This Kit

1. Scan the Trigger List

Determine what qualifies as “rapid response” for your org.

2. Run the Readiness Scorecard.

Find where you’ll lose time (or trust).

3. Complete the Crisis Messaging Document
(cMD)Template.

Store it in a location your team can access instantly.

4. Use the Channel Sequencing Plan.

Keep your message consistent without creating noise.

5. Follow the 30/60/90 Retention Bridge.

So crisis donors don’t disappear after the headlines move on.

Bonus prep (30 minutes): Pre-build a mini “Rapid Response Library” (web
statement, Email #1, SMS, social cutdowns, FAQ), so you’re adapting and not
writing from scratch when pressure hits.

This kit is intentionally system-first. Rapid response fundraising is not a one-off
tactic. It’s a test of your decision-making under pressure.



¢¢ Rapid response can’t run on random acts of urgency. Pressure pushes teams
toward quick fixes, and that cycle burns out staff, erodes donor trust, and
costs more than it returns. Do the thinking early: define what triggers action,
who approves, what facts and proof you can stand behind, and when donors
will hear from you next. Donors want relevance, authenticity, and
connection — even in a crisis.

Lindsay Marino Long
Vice President, Donor Engagement & Retention

Executive Summary

We’re no strangers to rapid response fundraising. When the federal government
shut down in October-November 2025, nonprofits had to make real-time
decisions with incomplete information, intense scrutiny, and a donor audience
seeking clarity quickly. That’s the point: these moments don’t wait for your
planning cycle. They test whether your organization can move quickly without
trading away trust, consistency, or future revenue.

The Reality

Rapid response moments compress what should be weeks of planning into a
single day. That’s when most teams get pulled into predictable failure modes:

e Internal confusion (who approves, what we can say, what we should ask for)
e Message drift (one story in email, another on social, another on the website)
e Pressure decisions (more touches, broader targeting, louder tone)

e Short-term wins with long-term leakage (a surge of crisis donors who never give again)



The Hard Truth:
Retention is the Whole Game

If you acquire donors in a crisis and don’t retain them, you don't grow.
Instead, you borrowed attention.

Fundraising Effectiveness Project reporting has shown new donor retention at
roughly “one in five.” Rapid response can make retention tougher: urgency brings
donors in fast, but without a planned follow-up sequence, they churn just as fast.

And donors are not grading you solely on passion. They are grading you on
clarity.

Give.org research found that only 24% of
people say disaster-relief appeals are “very
clear,” and many actively seek specifics
about the services a charity will provide.

What This Kit Helps You Do

This kit gives you a repeatable system to:

e Activate quickly without sacrificing accuracy or trust.

e Segment and target so you’re not blasting your whole file.

e Write with urgency and compassion without sliding into panic language.
e Use channels with discipline, not desperation.

e Retain crisis donors with a 30/60/90 bridge that moves them into your long-term donor story.



¢¢

Retention rates for new donors hover around 20%, and
crisis donors renew at less than half that rate. This
underscores why retention strategies are vital. It is
essential to continue communicating immediately after a
donation with real-time updates on relief efforts. Focus on
educating new donors about unfolding needs while
conveying the impact their initial gift has already made.
These first few follow-ups create the foundation for a
long-lasting relationship.

A top priority should be converting one-time emergency
donors into monthly supporters. You have a unique
opportunity to capture their attention and explain how
recurring gifts provide stability beyond times of crisis.
Furthermore, remember that not all donors are equal; a
first-time gift amount is a strong indicator of retention. If
working with a limited budget, consider allocating more
resources to higher-dollar donors while using lower-cost
digital strategies for others.

Dina Fanelli
Chief Customer Officer, VeraData




Rapid Response is a
Trust Test

Rapid response is definitely a fundraising moment, but more than that,
it's a credibility test.

In a crisis, donors are trying to answer two questions:

1. Is thisreal?

2. Will my donation actually help?

When organizations communicate vaguely, donors notice. Research on disaster
relief giving shows that only a minority of donors find appeals “very clear,” and
many donors actively seek specifics about what services a charity will provide.

Translation: In rapid response, clarity is not a nice-to-have. It is the conversion
lever that protects trust.

The Rapid Response Trap

When teams feel pressure, they often do three things that cost them long-term revenue:

e They expand targeting because “we need volume.”
e They inflate urgency because “this is serious.”

e They ship inconsistent messages because “we don’t have time.”

Those moves can drive a short spike. They can also train donors to distrust you.



A Better Model

A strong, rapid response program behaves like a system:

e Clear triggers (what qualifies, what doesn’t)

e Defined decision rights (who approves, who writes, who launches)
e Segment rules (who receives what, and who should not)

e Message hierarchy (what donors need first, second, third)

e Channelroles (each channel has a job)

e Aretention bridge (so that crisis donors become long-term supporters)

‘¢ A crisis doesn’t change what donors want. It compresses
the timeline. The durable play is treating people like
partners by telling the truth, showing the work, then
inviting them into the next step.

Lindsay Marino Long
Vice President, Donor Engagement & Retention




The Four-Step Rapid
Response Framework

1. Trigger

Name the event. Confirm what changed.
Decide if this activates rapid response.

2. Align
Convene the response team. Agree on

message, target segments, offer/ask, and the
first wave of channels.

Launch in sequence: website + email first,
then social/SMS, then phone, then mail if
warranted.

Immediately move crisis donors into a
deliberate 30/60/90 follow-up path. The most
common failure point.

The 30-minute Align Huddle
(what to decide before you
hit send):

1. What’s true right now
(and what isn’t).

2. Who we’re talking to first
(and who we’re
suppressing).

3. Thesingle primary ask +
the “if you can’t give”
alternative.

4. The proof we can stand
behind today.

5. Thefirst two touches +
the next update
(retention starts now).

6. Final approver + timebox.

Most organizations skip Step 2. They go straight to
“send something.” That’'s how teams lose time,

consistency, and trust.



Rapid Response Readiness
Scorecard

Score each item 0-2 (0 = not ready, 1 = partially, 2 =ready).

If you score under 16, you’ll lose time or trust when the next crisis hits.

Triggers and Governance

—(0-2) we have a defined trigger list for rapid response.

__(0-2) we also have a “no-response list” (headlines we will monitor but not fundraise off),
so we don’t train donors to expect urgency for everything.

___(0-2) We have a response team (names + roles) documented.

__(0-2) We know approval steps and who has final say.

Audience and Segmentation
—(0-2) we can suppress audiences who should not receive an urgent ask.
_(0-2) we can target rapid response to high-propensity / high-affinity segments.

— (0-2) we can tag crisis donors at the point of gift.

Messaging and Proof

—(0-2) we have a message hierarchy (what to say first/next).
—(0-2) we have proof assets ready (stats, program facts, credible quotes).

—(0-2) we have a tone guide: urgency + empathy, no panic language.
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Channel Activation
—(0-2) we know channel roles (email, SMS, social, web, phone, mail).

—(0-2) We can quickly launch an emergency landing page.

__ (0-2) We have templates for email/SMS/social media ready to adapt.

Retention
—(0-2) we have a 30/60/90 stewardship plan for crisis donors.
—(0-2) we have a second-gift/welcome bridge designed.

—(0-2) we can report impact quickly and credibly.

___Total Score

¢ Follow-up with emergency donors must be segmented.
Because donors often renew via the same channel
through which they were acquired, they should not be
placed into a traditional renewal stream. Speak directly
to the work that matches their initial emergency appeal
and continue providing updates on both completed work
and ongoing needs.

Dina Fanelli
Chief Customer Officer, VeraData
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Crisis Messaging Document

(CMD)

Need a ready-to-use structure for the next crisis moment?
Click here to download the CMD template and adapt it for your team. It becomes a living

doc you refine after each response.

A. Situation Summary
(plain language)
e \What happened:

e \What changed for your
organization:

e What's at risk (specific
programs/services):

e What you know / what you don’t
know yet:

C. Audience Segments
(who gets what)

e Segment 1: most likely to respond
(who/why)

e Segment 2: active donors
(who/why)

e Segment 3: lapsed but recoverable
(who/why)

e Segment 4: suppress/do-not-ask
(who/why)

e Major donor coordination note:

Trigger + Decision

Trigger activated? (Y/N)

Why we are responding now (one
sentence):

What we will not do (boundaries):

Message Hierarchy
(donor-facing)

What’s happening (clear, specific)

Why it matters now (credible
urgency)

What you are doing (action, not
adjectives)

What the donor can do (specific
ask + alternatives)

Proof (numbers, outcomes,
third-party validation, lived
experience)

Stewardship promise (what

donors will hear next)
12


https://www.faircomny.com/wp-content/uploads/2026/01/TEMPLATE_Crisis-Messaging-Document-CMD.docx

Crisis Messaging Document

(Continued)

Proof & FAQs

e Proof point 1 (specific
service/outcome):

e Proof point 2:
e FAQ: “Where will my gift go?”

e FAQ: “What happens if the crisis
changes?”

e FAQ: “How fast will funds be
used?”

e Legal/compliance note:

Measurement
(decision-grade)

e Primary success metric (choose
one): net dollars, donor count,
retention tagging, etc.

e \What we will not overreact to:
e \What triggers a change mid-flight:
e \What stays stable:

F. Channel Plan and
Cadence

e \Website statement (timing/owner)
e Email #1 (timing/owner/CTA)

e Email #2 or update
(timing/owner/CTA)

e Social posts (timing/owner)
e SMS (timing/owner/CTA)

e Phone outreach (timing/owner/target
donors)

e Mail (if used: format, timing, role)

H. Approvals

e Draft owner:
e Review #1:
e Final approver:

e Timebox for approvals:
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Messaging Under Pressure

The messaging rules (fast, human, credible)

Rapid response messaging works when it is:

e Specific (name the situation, name the impact, name the action)
e Emotionally Accurate (no theatrics, no inflated language)
e Donor-respectful (invite partnership, don’t transfer panic)

e Proof-forward (what donors will protect, restore, or sustain)

Maintain people-first language:
Even under pressure, write like a human, not a press release:
e Use“you” and “we”
e Avoid jargon and acronyms
e Lead with one or two clear points (don’t try to say everything at once)

That’s how donors feel like partners, and not targets.

A simple donor-safe structure (email/landing page)

1. The change (one sentence): what happened, plainly.

2. The consequence (one paragraph): what it means for the people you serve.
3. The action (one paragraph): what you’re doing right now.

4.  The ask (one paragraph): what the donor can do today, with alternatives.
5.  The proof (bullets): specific services/outcomes, not broad claims.

6. The promise (one sentence): what you’ll update them on next.
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Messaging Under Pressure

(Continued)

Some supporters may be directly affected by the
crisis, so lead with respect and always offer a
non-gift action (share, sign up for updates,
attend a briefing) alongside the ask.

‘¢ Urgency is a discipline. The moment you start shouting
louder instead of making a stronger case, you're eroding
trust, and you end up trapped in a cycle where each appeal
has to work harder and costs more than it brings back.
Keep your story consistent everywhere donors meet you,
make sure your proof points land, and think of every next
touchpoint as part of the same conversation, not a reset.

Lindsay Marino Long
Vice President, Donor Engagement & Retention
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Channel Sequencing

(a plan that prevents noise)

Channel roles (what each channel is for)

e  Website: the source of truth and the shareable reference
e  Email: primary conversion channel for most lists

e  Social: amplification, credibility, and community context
e  SMS: short, urgent, opt-in reminder and link driver

e  Phone: high-touch for top-engagement donors, not mass pressure

e  Mail: reach + legitimacy + visibility, especially for audiences you can’t reach digitally

A Practical Timeline (use as your default)

Within 0-24 hours
e Publish a short website update (source of truth)
e Send Email #1 (what happened, what it means, what a donor can do)
e Post social cut-downs that point back to the website/landing page

Within 24-48 hours
e SMS to opted-in supporters (short, specific, link)
e Begin high-value calls (list is small, message is consistent)

Within 3-10 Days
e Mail (postcard/urgentgram) if it fits the crisis duration + audience need
e Update email if the situation evolves or if proof becomes available

The sequencing rule:
Do not let each channel invent its own story. One spine, adapted per format.
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Medasurement

Rapid response measurement fails when teams chase channel credit
rather than program outcomes. You need a small set of signals you
can trust.

Decision-grade signals

e Netdollars and donor count by segment

e  Conversion rate by segment (not just overall)

e  Complaint/unsubscribe signals (tone/cadence warning)

e  Gift tagging accuracy (did we identify crisis donors correctly?)

e  Early retention indicators (Do crisis donors open updates? Do they respond again?)

If crisis donors aren’t tagged in your CRM by campaign code, fund designation,
attribute/flag, or even captured UTM source, they disappear into the file. And so does
your chance to steward them differently, measure what happened next, or keep them.

Minimum viable tagging: Even if your CRM setup is messy, capture crisis donors by date
range, campaign code/fund, source link/UTM (or a simple exported list). If you can’t
identify them later, you can’t steward them differently.

Two rules that protect sanity:

1. Timebox the debate.

If attribution is slowing decisions, you’re measuring the wrong thing.

2. Run asimple holdout when possible.

If a channel “wins” but net performance doesn’t improve, you’re optimizing noise.
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¢ Rapid Response campaigns follow the timeline of media
coverage, requiring fast action while organic awareness is
high. While direct mail has a long lead time, digital
channels like email, SMS, search, and social media
provide results within 24 hours and are more
cost-effective. Attribution is often clearer in these digital
channels, allowing you to read raw results and shift
budgets quickly based on real-time performance.

Dina Fanelli
Chief Customer Officer, VeraData

The Retention Bridge

(30-60-90/6 months/1 year)

Within 30 days:

“You helped stabilize the moment.”

e Thank you that acknowledges the urgency of their gift.
e  One concrete result of supporters showing up.

e Asimpleinvitation to stay connected (newsletter, briefing, updates).
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The Retention Bridge

(Continued)

Within 60-90 days:

“You’re part of the longer story.”

e Integrate a short impact update into your next solicitation
e  Make the bridge explicit: “Because you did X, we were able to do Y. Here’s what’s next.”

e Invite a second gift or sustainer step only if the donor has received proof

Retention guardrail: Don’t ask for the next gift until a donor has received at least one
proof-forward update (result + what happens next). That’s the bridge that protects the
second gift.

At 6 months:

“Here’s what held because you helped.”

e Abriefimpact report (not a long report)

e Acredibility moment: what you learned, what you strengthened

Atlyear:

“Your response mattered, and it still matters.”

e Anniversary update (what changed since the crisis peak)

e Invitation to renew commitment (another gift, a monthly step, a targeted program)

Retention guardrail: Plain and simple, if you don’t plan the follow-up path at the time
you plan the urgent ask, you will lose the donors you just paid to acquire.
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CASE STUDY:

From Rapid Response to
Retention

The Challenge:

When the Turkiye-Syria earthquake hit in 2023, the International Rescue Committee (IRC) moved fast
without letting each channel invent its own story. With Faircom New York supporting cross-channel
alignment, the team integrated paid media, website, email, SMS, telemarketing, and direct mail — tying
together messaging, cadence, signers, and client stories wherever possible.

What “move fast + stay coordinated” looked like (high-level timeline):

Day 0: Paid media, website, email, and SMS activation

Day 4: Telemarketing activation

Day 7: Emergency cohort reporting set up; cultivation email series begins (Day 7-90)
Day 11-14: Direct mail piece lands in mailboxes

Day 30: 1-month impact update email from relationship managers

Day 0-180: Personalized acknowledgement journey (copy + scripts)

Campaign scope + results (mid-level donors):

This campaign reached tens of thousands of mid-level donors. Total revenue across channels was in
the seven figures, with paid media driving the largest share, followed by strong performance from direct
mail, telemarketing, email, and peer-to-peer outreach.

Reported response rates: Overall response was nearly 5x the average, with newer donors (including
recent Ukraine supporters) and lapsed donors both responding at rates 50-70% above typical
emergency campaigns.

How they protected retention (beyond the surge):

IRC treated “intentional and thoughtful cultivation” as soft asks by continuing to educate donors on
unfolding needs while showing the impact their first gift already made. About 7 months
post-emergency, 6% of new mid-level Turkiye-Syria earthquake donors had already made a second
gift (with an expectation this would rise to 15-20% by month 13). A donor survey helped capture
motivations and interests to shape next steps.

With the right strategy, rapid response can do what IRC’s did: drive immediate action and set up
ongoing loyalty.
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Building Long-Term Loyalty

Consistent, personalized communication across all platforms is crucial.

By segmenting based on the initial reason for giving, you can tailor
messages to specific interests and gradually integrate emergency
donors into your broader community. Tracking engagement through
opens, clicks, shares, and surveys will help identify interest areas for
future outreach.

Ultimately, the goal is to re-evaluate retention strategies to increase donor loyalty and
lifetime value. This involves:

e Implementing timely crisis response strategies.

e Making strategic monthly asks.

e Nurturing relationships through personalized journeys across multiple channels.

Take this moment to reflect on your current
practices. Are you optimizing your website for
engagement, maintaining a structured monthly
giving program, and utilizing thoughtful
segmentation?

By treating episodic emergency donors with the same strategic focus as your most
dedicated supporters, you can convert one-time givers into lifelong champions of your
mission.
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Ready Is A Strategy

Crises don’t wait for your marketing calendar. Neither do
donors. The best thing you can do for your mission is build a rapid
response system that protects your:

e Credibility
e Staff bandwidth
e Donor relationships

e Long-term revenue

If you want help operationalizing this, Faircom New York supports nonprofits
with rapid response planning and execution, including:

e Rapid response readiness workshops.
e Crisis messaging documents (CMDs) built for your organization.
e Cross-channel activation plans.

e Donor retention bridges that turn crisis donors into long-term supporters.

Request a Rapid Response Readiness
Working Session

Request a Session
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