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Abstract  
 
Title Communicating for donations – Do you give with the heart or with 

the brain? 

Kommunikation för donationer – Ger du med hjärtat eller med 

hjärnan? 

Authors Sanda Gagic and Caroline Leuhusen 

Tutor Lars Witell 

 

Key words Non-profit organization (NPO), Social Media, Trust, Functional 

communication, Emotional communication 

Background The non-profit sector is growing, where NPOs compete for scarce 

resources. Meanwhile, innovation in communication technology 

requires resources and creativity. Can social media work as an 

efficient tool for communicating organizational goals and values 

and how does it enhance trust in NPOs relationship with donors? 

Aim How do NPOs use ICT and social media in communication to 

donors and how do they implement functional and emotional 

communication online? 

Definitions NPO – Non-profit organization 

ICT – Information and communication technology 

Method  The research area is approached through a deductive, qualitative, 

and constructivist perspective. Interviews with two leading NPOs 

were held, as well as a number of interviews with potential donors. 

Theory The theoretical framework builds upon Morgan and Hunts and 

MacMillan et al’s models of trust and commitment. Functional and 

emotional communication was developed through various theories 

on online communication. 

Results The main findings of this thesis are that Swedish NPOs mainly 

focus on emotional communication in order to obtain emotional 

commitment before further developing trust, which is created from 

functional communication. The investigated NPOs use functional 

communication to a very little extent. 
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1. Introduction 
This chapter will introduce the reader to the investigated topic of this thesis. The 
chapter begins with a background introduction and further presents the problem that is 
to be investigated. Furthermore, the aim of the thesis, and the research questions that 
are to be answered are presented to the reader. This is followed by a short introduction 
to the main concepts that are used in the thesis, which will give the reader a broader 
understanding of the following chapters. 
 
 

“If we use our favorable circumstances, like good health and wealth, in 
positive ways through helping others, it can contribute to our attainment 
of a happier life” 

Dalai Lama (2002:31) 

1.1 Background 
In 2009, the Swedish non-profit sector faced major challenges due to the Red Cross’ 

multi-million fraud, which both caused a drop in trust for NPOs1 in general and for the 

Red Cross in specific (FRII, 2012). However, even though the aftermaths of the scandal 

affected the organizations differently, it showed how important trust is in the context of 

NPOs and the relationship with donors (MacMillan et al, 2005). 

 

The non-profit sector in Sweden is growing (Breman, 2008), and organizations with a 

so-called 90-account collected in total 15 billion SEK in 2011 (Svensk 

Insamlingskontroll, 2011), for which private donors account for an average of 30 

percent of the received donations (Svensk Insamlingskontroll, 2011). While there is an 

increase in the number of NPOs, the competition for resources and donations amongst 

the NPOs is increasing (Breman, 2008). This demands higher efforts and 

professionalism in communication from the organizations to its donors (Breman, 2008). 

With a higher level of innovation in communication technology and more frequent news 

flow, donors’ demand for information and transparency is increasing, making the 

situation for communication more complex (Hull & Lio, 2006). The Swedish 

Fundraising Council makes yearly investigations concerning the public opinion of 

NPOs and state that a main concern for NPOs is to establish a transparent 

                                                        
1 Non-profit organization(s) 



 

communication to stakeholders (FRII, 2012). Furthermore, the use of online- and social 

media such as Facebook, Twitter and Instagram can work as a highly efficient tool in 

communication and can contribute to positive returns for the organizations (Waters et 

al., 2009; Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). 

 

What is, however, of ambiguity in this specific aspect is the implication of trust through 

communication. As the non-profit sector is growing, demand of information about the 

organizations activities is increasing (Breman, 2008). Theory argues for a use of both 

informative and relationship creating communication, through online communication 

tools. Meanwhile certain people in the business rather argue for pure “emotional” 

communication (Höglund2). Therefore, the question remains unsolved, what is it that 

actually induces trust from using the communication tools of today? This contradiction 

caught our attention and interest for further investigation. 

 

The level of trust in Sweden, from a global perspective, is one of the highest in the 

world (Jordahl, 2008). Nevertheless, a Swedish newspaper, Svenska Dagbladet, asked 

the question whether the readers ever felt tricked or lied to by a fundraising organization 

and 49 percent of the readers answered ‘Yes’ (Svenska Dagbladet, 2007). These aspects 

make Sweden an interesting setting for a case study on communication between NPOs 

and their donors. Since Sweden is a prominent country within the use of ICT3 and social 

and digital media (Sweden, 2013), it indicates that the technology is of great importance 

in communication with donors. This implies that further research and analysis of 

theories in trust, commitment and relationship building are needed, especially in the 

context of online communication and transparency issues within NPOs. In order to 

simplify and structure previous theories we have approached online communication 

from two angles; functional- and emotional communication, referring to information 

and relationship building respectively. The functional communication stands for 

numbers the NPOs display and the emotional communication stands for more abstract 

communication like evoking emotions etc.  

 

                                                        
2 Höglund, Robert, Branding responsible at Doctors Without Borders. Interview 20th of 
March 2013. 
3 Information and communication technology 



 

1.1.1 Perspective 
This thesis is written from an organizational perspective, with profound investigation of 

the communication practices. Although, communication is always dependent on the 

perception from the public and clients, the donor’s point of view is also regarded, but 

rather as a support for a dynamic analysis. The twofold perspectives from donors and 

organizations aim to find a correspondence between the actions taken by the 

organizations and the opinion of such amongst the donors.  

 

1.1.2	  Who	  is	  this	  thesis	  for?	  
The findings of this thesis will mainly benefit NPOs in Sweden and in other countries 

with the similar set of social structure, level of trust and use of social media and ICT 

tools. The thesis will also benefit the area of business research in the non-profit sector, a 

sector that is in many cases disregarded in business theory and research.  

 

1.2 Aim 
The aim of this study is to investigate how NPOs use ICT and social media in 

communication to donors and how they implement functional and emotional 

communication online.  

 

1.3 Research problems 
The survival of the NPO depends on the received donations (Hull & Lio, 2006), which 

indicates that there is a need to establish a long-term relationship with the donor for 

recurring donations in order to maintain the goals of the NPO. With today’s technology, 

many of the larger NPOs use social media and online communication to interact with 

stakeholders, but few organizations have the knowledge and resources to use these tools 

efficiently (Boeder, 2002). Still, there is a gap in literature focusing on this part of 

empirical elaborations of theories, which indicates the need to investigate the 

relationship between communication and donor behavior. Furthermore, little is known 

about NPOs use of functional and emotional values in online communication. 

Therefore, the following research questions are to be answered in the thesis: 

 



 

1. How are the NPOs using ICT and social media for communicating and building 

relationships with donors?  

2. How do NPOs use functional and emotional communication through ICT and social 

media? 

 

1.4 Limitations 
In this thesis, there have not been any further scientific investigations of the outcomes 

of trust and commitment. Regarding the term social media, we have included tools such 

as Facebook, Twitter and Instagram in our analysis. However, the focus is mainly on the 

use of Facebook. 

 

1.5 Disposition  
The thesis is introduced by briefly describing the background and the problem to the 

investigated area. As authors, we want to provide the reader with as much 

understanding as possible in order to be able to follow the reasoning. To profoundly 

introduce the reader to the subject, we have included definitions of the most important 

concepts.  

Thereafter, the ‘Method’ chapter describes the scientific approach to the generated and 

accumulated knowledge. The scientific outline is necessary in order to provide a 

consistent approach to various concepts and models. The ‘Method’ chapter also 

introduces the practical approach to the research area and aims to describe how the area 

was investigated. Other important aspects discussed in this chapter are research ethics, 

validity, and reliability, showing the importance of a truthful and genuine thesis. The 

chapter introduces research related problems and how we have chosen to cope with 

these problems. 

 

In the chapter ‘Theoretical Framework’, we discuss the major theories and findings 

from previous research in detail. Since this thesis has a deductive approach, where we 

aim to provide a deep understanding of existing theory and to explore new areas, it is 

important that the reader understands the theories and is able to follow the reasoning.  

 



 

The empirical findings that are obtained from interviews and other collected materials 

are presented in the chapter ‘Empirical Framework’. ‘Empirical’ - and ‘Theoretical 

Framework’ are compared and analyzed in ‘Analysis’, where we further discuss the 

main findings and contradictions to theory. We also develop existing theories and fit 

empirical research to a new view on theory. The thesis is finalized by the ‘Conclusion’ 

chapter, where we reflect on the findings and teachings from this research and where we 

also give implication of how to implement online communication for NPOs. We will 

also give recommendations for further research where we have found gaps and 

interesting aspects from the research area, which has not been covered in this thesis. 

 

1.6 Concepts 
We hereby present an extensive presentation of the concepts used in the thesis. The 

reason why we present the concept this early is that some of the words are mentioned in 

the ‘Method’ chapter and will hence provide the reader with basic knowledge about the 

concepts. 
 

1.6.1 NPO  
NPO is an abbreviation for non-profit organization. The United Nation’s System of 

National Accounts (SNA) uses the following definition for NPOs, which mainly focuses 

on the economic aspect of the sector: 

 

“Non-profit institutions are legal or social entities created for the purpose 
of producing goods and services whose status does not permit them to be a 
source of income, profit, or other financial gain for the units that 
establish, control or finance them. In practice their productive activities 
are bound to generate either surpluses or deficits but any surpluses they 
happen to make cannot be appropriated by other institutional units”  
 

SNA, 1993 in United Nations (2003:12) 

 

Anheiner (2005) refers to other aspects, such as the organization’s relation to the 

government, the staff, etc. UN’s structural-operational definition of the non-profit sector 

is: 

 



 

“The non-profit sector consists of units that are: 
(a) Organizations; 
(b) Not-for-profit and non-profit-distributing; 
(c) Institutionally separate from government; 
(d) Self-governing; 
(e) Non-compulsory.” 

United Nations (2003:18) 
 
 

1.6.2 ICT and Social Media  

ICT 
ICT is an abbreviation for information and communication technology. We have chosen 

the definition of OECD (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development) 

since it is an organization working for a similar mission as other NPOs and NGOs 

(OECD, 2013). Their definition is therefore fit for the researched area. OECD defines 

ICT as follows: 

 

“In 1998, OECD member countries agreed to define the ICT sector as a 
combination of manufacturing and services industries that capture, 
transmit and display data and information electronically.”  
 

OECD (2002:81) 

	  
Social media 
Building on the notion of the World Wide Web, Internet, and electronic connection and 

communication between users, Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) aim to describe and sort the 

concept of social media. They explain that the new construct of Internet, Web 2.0, is 

based on more connection between users, so-called user generated content (UGC) 

(Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). This means that Internet users add content and exchange 

information themselves rather than organizations publishing information on websites.  

 

“Social Media is a group of Internet-based applications that build on the 
ideological and technological foundations of Web 2.0, and that allow the 
creation and exchange of User Generated Content.”  
 

Kaplan & Haenlein (2010:61) 
 



 

Social media is for example Facebook, YouTube, Twitter, and Wikipedia (Kaplan & 

Haenlein, 2010; Kavanaugh et al, 2012).  

 

Facebook is a web page where users can send messages, share pictures, join networks 

and get news and updates about brands, companies, and organizations they have interest 

in.  

 

“Facebook’s mission is to make the world more open and connected. 
People use Facebook to stay connected with friends and family, to 
discover what’s going on in the world, and to share and express what 
matters to them.”  

Facebook (2013a) 
 

Twitter is an application for Smartphones which is used for following and writing short 

messages, so called ‘tweets’, where a tweet has a maximum length of 140 characters 

(Twitter, 2013a). Companies, NPOs, celebrities, and individuals use Twitter and it is 

often used for raising awareness, opinion creation and general news feeds (Twitter, 

2013a).  

 

Instagram is also a Smartphone application where focus is on sharing images in real 

time rather than writing messages (Instagram, 2013). Instagram and Twitter can be 

connected to real time news flows on Facebook, even further extending the networking 

and sharing opportunities (Instagram, 2013).  

 

“We imagine a world more connected through photos.”  
Instagram (2013) 

 

1.6.3 90-account 
The investigated sector in this thesis is the Swedish non-profit sector. Most of the well-

established NPOs in Sweden have a so-called 90-account. The 90-account serves as a 

quality brand for Swedish fundraising organizations, issued by the Swedish Fundraising 

Control (Svensk Insamlingskontroll, 2011). Due to the problems of high administrative 

costs within fundraising organizations, and a non-regulated systems regarding reporting 

of the distribution of income, the Swedish Fundraising Control performs yearly 

investigations of the organizations’ accounts. Organizations with a 90-account are 



 

among others; Doctors Without Borders, Greenpeace, Save the Children, WWF, and the 

Red Cross. The requirement for obtaining such an account is that:  

 

“the fundraising operation is being managed in an ethical and responsible 
way and the money goes to the intended purpose (at least 75 % of the total 
income) without excessive costs (maximum 25 % of the total income). You 
should never, as a doner, feel that you have been cheated.”  
 

Svensk Insamlingskontroll (2012) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

2. Method 
In this chapter, the scientific perspective of this thesis will be described. A scientific outline 
of the authors’ worldview and perspective is necessary in order to provide a consistent 
approach to various concepts and models. The outline and justification of the chosen 
research design, the chosen methods, and approach will operate as a red thread to guide 
the reader through the analysis. 
 

 

2.1 Scientific approach 
 

“What an extraordinary situation is that of us mortals! Each of us is here 
for a brief sojourn; for what purpose he knows not, though he sometimes 
thinks he feels it. But from the point of view of daily life, without going 
deeper, we exist for our fellowmen -- in the first place for those on whose 
smiles and welfare all our happiness depends, and next for all those 
unknown to us personally with whose destinies we are bound up by the tie 
of sympathy.” 

Albert Einstein, The World as I see it (2007:13) 
 

2.1.1 The world as we see it 
The world, reality, and truth are concepts that are rarely discussed in business education, 

but are the human beings oldest heritage in the philosophy of our existence.  Two 

different perspectives of ontology, or worldview, are presented by Bryman (2012) - 

objectivist and constructivist perspectives. Seeing the world as a set of social structures, 

cultures, and values, stemming from the interaction of human beings (speech, relations, 

actions), we argue that this research needs to be approached from a constructivist 

perspective. The world can be interpreted as a set of individual experiences, where each 

person’s background and experiences influences his or her choices, values, and 

behaviors (Björklund & Paulsson, 2003). A person’s behavior will further influence 

others cognitive perceptions, speech and actions. No man is an island (Donne, 2013). 

 

In this specific context - a thesis evaluating communication - it was relevant to consider 

people’s actions, language, and experiences from an individual and social point of view. 

This was done through posing open and interpretative questions. For a constructivist, 



 

language is an important factor (Björklund & Paulsson, 2003). Heidegger (1996) argued 

that it is of importance not only to speak about the same thing, but also to speak in the 

same way when observing a phenomenon. It is only then we can evaluate the 

similarities and differences between things (Heidegger, 1996).  

 

2.1.2 What is an author? 
Concerning the knowledge that this thesis aims to explore, we chose, in line with 

Foucault’s, L’archéologie du savoir4 (Foucault, 2002), an interpretivist point of view 

(Bryman, 2012). This means that we, as observers, cannot be separated from the 

investigated object, as opposed to positivism or the “natural science model” (Bryman, 

2012). We are aware that our perspective, our former experiences, and knowledge, was 

influenced by factors in the choice of investigated subjects, in questions posed, as well 

as in the analysis. However, we have strived to keep an as objective position as possible 

towards the investigated problem, even though we know that this is not fully possible. 

From a constructivist point of view, objectivity is an ideal rather than a practical 

possibility (Björklund & Paulsson, 2003). Furthermore, concerning the interviews, we 

are aware that nuances in language in both communication from the organizations as 

well as from the people in the organization’s environment and stakeholders will appear.  

 

Foucault (2002) argued that it is not primarily the introduction of hypotheses and 

theories that is of importance for the analysis but rather finding nuances, differences, 

and oppositions that will enhance the knowledge presented in a scientific research. Our 

role in this scientific research was to display differences and contradictions, and 

interpret them as objective as possible.  

 

When presenting scientific research and when analyzing the collected material, we must 

also pose the question of ‘What is true?’ and ‘What defines truth?’. Just because 

something is presented, pictured or said to be, it is not necessarily true. So, what 

confirms truth? We can argue that truth is an individual perception and is confirmed by 

each individual’s beliefs and convictions. As discussed in ‘Ceci n’est pas une pipe’5, 

“truth” may not always be the same as equality between two similar or equal objects 

                                                        
4 The Archaeology of Knowledge 
5 This is not a pipe 



 

(Foucault, 2002). For example, a written text and a picture may display the same set of 

assumptions and cognitive references, but it is still not the exact equality. The text is 

still a text, and the picture is still a picture (Foucault, 2008). The visual analysis will 

further be described in the chapter ‘Research Design’. Heidegger (1996) argued that a 

person’s thoughts are the evidence of its existence. If we here relate thoughts as the 

result of emotions, a person’s acknowledgement of its own existence and hence itself as 

a part of “reality” can be related to the fact that he or she feels and reflects over his or 

her emotions. We still need to keep in mind that emotions are abstract and may be 

difficult to express in words. When looking at a picture, a person will make use of his or 

her emotions, which have been influenced by his or her individual lifestyle and 

experiences. Some may interpret a word in a positive way and others in a negative way. 

Therefore, words can be deceiving but still necessary in the evaluation of emotions. 

 

2.2 Research strategy 
2.2.1 Qualitative research method 
Scientific research can be performed through two methods, qualitative and quantitative 

(Bryman, 2012). Regarding the features of this investigation - an exploration of social 

behaviors and reactions to communication - promoted a qualitative research method 

(Bryman, 2012). Qualitative research “properly seeks answers to questions by 

examining various social settings and the individuals who inhabit these settings” (Berg, 

2001:6). Quantitative methods are used for studies that aim to measure information 

numerically (Björklund & Paulsson, 2003). Since we argue that emotions, behavior, and 

the aspects influencing these actions are individual and hence difficult to measure 

numerically or objectively, we chose not to perform a quantitative research.  

 

2.2.2 Exploratory study 
Exploratory studies are used when there is little knowledge within the research area and 

the researcher aims to find basic understanding of the concepts (Björklund & Paulsson, 

2003). As there were little theoretical findings showing on evidence of the different 

constructs and concepts discussed initially, an exploratory approach was well suited. In 

order to improve the quality of this thesis it was important to present a new point of 

view to the constructivist thesis (Högberg & Engstrand, 2013).  



 

 

2.2.3 Level of abstraction  
Whether the thesis will have a deductive or inductive approach, depends on the starting 

point and whether it will be on a high or low level of abstraction. A deductive approach 

starts with a high level of abstraction while an inductive approach starts with a low level 

of abstraction (Bryman, 2012). A deductive approach implies a theoretically based 

research question, which will later be investigated through empirical research (Bryman, 

2012). Research with a constructivist perspective is traditionally outlined with an 

inductive approach according to Bryman (2012), meaning that our research would 

normally be outlined with empirical research before developing theory. However, 

despite our constructivist perspective, we have chosen a deductive approach to 

understand the influencing factors of trust before further exploration. Constructivism 

opens up for differences in social constructs and nuances to theory. Differences in 

language and backgrounds have influenced the outcome of asked questions in earlier 

research (Foucault, 2002; 2008). This means that earlier models and theories can be 

used for basic understanding, but are not fully applicable to the current case. Some 

generalizations have been made in this thesis but it is impossible to adopt these models 

in its total due to differences in in cultures, social settings etc. 

 

In line with Foucault’s (2002; 2008) discussions of truth, it is important to underline the 

nature of this research approach – there is no possibility to fully ensure truth or by a 

scientific research show on an exact copy of reality. Due to the human’s bounded 

rationality, i.e. “beyond a certain level of complexity human logic ceases to cope”, there 

is no possibility to fully explain the cause-and-effect of human emotions and actions 

from a purely rational logic (Arthur, 1994:406). This is why we need empirical evidence 

to analyze and elaborate existing theories. Since this research is investigating social 

factors and “irrational” human behavior, opposed to economics theory of The Economic 

Man, that the human beings choices are always of rational and egoistic nature, it is 

important to present the possibility of intangible factors and behavioristic nuances (Mill, 

2013). Even though Arthur (1994) explained economics theory from an inductive 

approach, as opposed to the deductive approach in this thesis, we find his reasoning 

interesting and relevant to highlight. This also shows that no research will be either 

deductive or inductive, but rather find nuances in both perspectives.  



 

2.3 Research design 
The research design introduces the practical approach to how the research questions 

were solved. To discuss the practical approach we first must introduce the investigated 

concepts. In line with this study’s aim to explore the online communication factors of 

two different NPOs, the key factors were: the use of functional and emotional 

communication - informing, listening and staff interaction in communication 

(MacMillan et al, 2005). Deriving the core concepts from relationship marketing theory 

and non-profit marketing, concepts such as trust and commitment were found to play 

significant part in communication, as well as the relationship with donors. In addition, 

the concepts ICT and social media for online communication have also been 

investigated. When analyzing functional communication aspects such as what kind of 

information is displayed, numerical measurements of improvements and aid, 

presentation of actions taken by the NPO, and budgetary reporting is of relevance. For 

emotional communication, pictures, personal stories, and design, related to usage of 

colors, layout and possibility to exchange information and communicate with the NPO 

have been relevant.  

 

As will be presented further, two types of information gathering strategies were used in 

order to find nuances and differences in theories and in practice - interviews and 

literature studies. The interviews were divided into interviews with the organizations, 

which were compared to interviews with potential donors, giving a deeper insight and 

new perspectives to the researched area. This technique is called triangulation 

(Björklund & Paulsson, 2003). Bryman defines triangulation as “The use of more than 

one method or source of data in the study of a social phenomenon so that findings may 

be cross-checked” (Bryman, 2012:717).  

 

2.3.1 Initial research and discussions 
As argued above, the research strategy is based on a deductive approach meaning that 

the investigated problem is evaluated from theories and thereafter investigated with 

empirical findings. Some insights to the non-profit communication weaknesses were 

also led by a former research proposal outlined by Backman et al. (2013). This research 

proposal focused on the internal communication of such organizations and the chosen 

research strategy differs to great extent from the current research strategy. The research 



 

was further discussed and developed practically due to the authors’ previous experience 

in working with NPOs and theoretically by a light scan of existing theories. As young, 

communicative persons of today we also found an interest and an insight in the 

problems of online communication and social media management. The research 

problem was further developed through contacting independent professionals within the 

field of communication with specialization towards the non-profit sector. These 

informal dialogues, or unstructured interviews, confirmed our research and inspired to 

further investigate NPO communication (Björklund & Paulsson, 2003).  

 

2.3.2 Literature 
In order to establish a theoretical framework of this study, literature studies of relevant 

scholars within the investigated field were made. In order to elaborate a dynamic 

theoretical framework, chosen literature mixes both older and newer theories with 

social, communication, and organizational aspects for which literature studies are a way 

to cope with scarce resources in research (Björklund & Paulsson, 2003). It is important 

when discussing previous literature is to have a critical perspective when choosing and 

evaluating theory (Bryman, 2012). This means for example choosing literature that does 

not over-generalize the research area or choosing theory with a shown and proven valid 

research method. 

 

The existing theory, as we will present, is useful as a foundation for basic 

understanding. However, the secondary data in the used theories may not fully fit the 

NPOs in the Swedish case and not for online communication. This is due to cultural 

differences between the studied cases and the different social settings surrounding the 

previous research objects.  Since this thesis has a constructivist approach where the 

person behind the action and reaction are put in first place, theory is taking off by 

evaluating human and social behaviors of trust and commitment theory. In the 

meantime, it is also important to regard the individual's role in the relationship. Boenigk 

and Helmig (2013) argue that in order to analyze donors identification with an NPO the 

researcher has to regard both the individual identification (brand, organization and 

degree of personal satisfaction) as well as social identity (behavior, group characteristics 

etc.). By evaluating and analyzing theories that combine these aspects, we have 

elaborated a framework linking social, organizational, and business theories together.  



 

 

2.3.3 Sample of organizations 
We have investigated the communication processes of two different areas of the non-

profit sector: one environmental organization and one humanitarian organization. Since 

one organization aids people and the other organization aids the nature and animals, we 

have investigated possible differences in the type of communication. The investigated 

environmental organization is WWF Sverige (hereinafter referred to just WWF), or also 

known as Världsnaturfonden Sverige, and the humanitarian organization is Doctors 

Without Borders (Läkare utan gränser Sverige). Both chosen organizations are limited 

to the Swedish market. We have hence only focused on the communication to Swedish 

donors. Yet another reason we chose the two organizations is due to the similarity in 

size and reach on Facebook, in terms of followers (on their Swedish Facebook pages). 

Even though there are organizations with similar capacities and resources, Doctors 

Without Borders and WWF have reached a very high number of followers on Facebook, 

which is shown in Table 1. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Table 1. NPOs followers on Facebook6 

Organization Followers 

Doctors Without Borders 306.144 

WWF 296.262 

UNICEF Sverige 181.276 

Röda Korset (Red Cross Sweden) 63.538 

Naturskyddsföreningen 39.510 

Greenpeace 32.950 

Amnesty International Sverige 27.620 

SOS Barnbyar 21.968 

Plan Sverige 19.924 

ActionAid 8.934 

 

The key persons that have been interviewed are in some way involved in the 

communication process of the organizations. To get more nuances to the collected 

material, we interviewed people working towards donors, through social media and with 

the strategic communication process. Table 2 presents the interviewed people in each 

organization, and their positions in the organization.  

 

Table 2. Interviews with organizations 

 

 
                                                        
6 This information is detracted from the NPOs respective Facebook pages, information 
detracted the 1st of May, 2013 [www.facebook.com/name-of-the-NPO] 

Organization Person Position 

Doctors Without Borders Robert Höglund Branding responsible 

Doctors Without Borders Hanna Broberg Content & Production Fundraiser 

Doctors Without Borders Ingrid Holmberg Social Media & Web 

WWF Anna Bodlund Head of Communication 

WWF Lina Karanikas Campaign Officer 



 

2.3.4 Sample of donors 
There are many factors affecting donor behavior and has to a large extent been 

investigated by Bekkers and Wiepking (2007; 2011). Such factors can be gender, age, 

level of education, religious belonging, parental education etc. When approaching 

“potential donors” through interviews, we have been aware that social backgrounds can 

influence the replies. However, this thesis has not focused on this aspect. Instead, we as 

researchers have tried to communicate as open and natural as possible with the 

participants in order to not influence their thoughts and responses during the interviews. 

 

Theory argues that social media is used to target a younger audience, which is why we 

have mainly focused on students and the younger population in Linkoping and in 

Stockholm. Having homogeneous sample groups diminishes the requirements of a large 

sample size (Bryman, 2012). Meanwhile, we are aware that homogeneous, smaller 

sample groups will further diminish the generalizability of the findings. However, we 

find this trade-off necessary in order to focus on the quality of the actual interviews 

rather than interviewing a greater number of people. On the other hand, after studying 

the research problems through interviews with the NPOs, we understood that one of the 

organizations target group, even through social media, is an older audience. For this 

reason we also decided to include interviews with an older target group. In Table 3, the 

number of interviewed donors are presented and the location of where the interviews 

were held.  

 

Table 3. Interviews with potential donors 

Place Number of interviews 

Linkoping University, Linkoping 4 

Sodertorn University, Stockholm 5 

Sodertorn University, Stockholm (>30 years old) 3 

Total 12 
 

 

 



 

2.3.5 Interviews  
 

“The qualitative interview is a key venue for exploring the ways in which 
subjects experience and understand their world. It provides access to the 
lived world of the subjects, who in their own words describe their 
activities, experiences and opinions”.  

Kvale (2007:9) 
 

Semi-structured interviews were performed with some of Sweden’s most well-

established NPOs. Interviews with key employees for this study aimed to give 

qualitative information about the communication approach (Kvale, 2007; Stride & Lee, 

2007). Open questions improved the quality of the thesis, which gave us the possibility 

to incorporate several perspectives and interpretations, which is important when writing 

from a constructivist point of view (Kvale, 2007; Högberg & Engstrand, 2013). 

 

Semi-structured but shorter interviews with donors aimed to give information about the 

donor’s perception of the NPOs in terms of trust, commitment, and relationship with the 

NPO. This also includes the donor’s perception of the information given through the use 

of ICT and social media and the perceived emotions communicated from the NPO. By 

showing pictures and examples from the investigated NPOs, the donors could give 

direct reactions on their emotions and we could thereby compare the perceived emotions 

with the emotions the organization initially wanted to evoke.  

 

Due to our constructivist worldview we could not ask the donors ‘Would you donate 

if...?’ or ‘Would you trust...if...?’. First, these types of questions are regarded as 

conductive. Second, it is rather impossible to answer such a question truthfully since it 

reflects a scenario that has not taken place. In this aspect, the questions were posed 

more openly, giving room for impressions rather than statements.  

 

As noted in the methodology chapter, it is important to notice the nature of a semi-

structured interview and the value that this brings to the research. Since there may be a 

dissonance in the emotions a person may feel for certain communication and the words 

that this person uses to describe that emotion, it was important to keep an as open 

interview environment as possible. From a constructivist point of view, it is important to 

note and clarify the nuances in language that the interviewee is using but also the 



 

tonality (Bryman, 2012; Höglund & Engstrand, 2013). Thereby, a shorter survey or a 

nominally measured research would, hence, be inefficient and would not bring value to 

the research. Since we investigated sensitive subjects such as trust and commitment, we, 

as interviewers also needed to implement trust and openness during the discussions. 

This trust was partly earned through explaining what the thesis was about to investigate 

and a mutual agreement of the used quotes, meaning that the interviewee had the 

opportunity of approving the quotes before they were published. Only the participants 

from respective NPO were able to approve the quotes since the interviews with donors 

were anonymous and did not give any contact information. Furthermore, trust was 

gained through posing open questions to the interviewee and encouraging the 

interviewee to speak as freely as possible as well as giving him or her the possibility to 

leave information anonymously.  

 

2.3.6 Visual analysis 
As discussed in ‘What Is An Author?’ we followed Foucault's reasoning of visual 

expression, speech and texts (2002; 2008). We found it important to highlight the 

impact of images in communication and compare it to the written message. Our decision 

to include pictures in the interviews was based on the evaluation of emotional 

communication. The visual analysis is not the main approach to the research problem, 

but rather a way to nuance the analysis to the interviews and from written 

communication. Images evoke emotions (Ahrne & Svensson, 2011) and are a key aspect 

in corporate and organizational communication (Kotler & Levy, 1969). Foucault’s 

(2002) analysis Ceci n’est pas une pipe, based on René Magrittes painting La trahison 

des images7 (1928–29) discusses our perception of “truth”. As argued above, a written 

text and a picture may display the same set of assumptions and cognitive references, but 

it is still not the exact equality. This aspect was important to consider when analyzing 

the pictures and texts used in organizational communication and communication to 

donors. A picture can appeal to certain emotions while the text says something different. 

What does the receiver of the message then perceive and how does this person interpret 

it? What will that person denote as true? What else is true except that person’s 

emotions? 

                                                        
7 The Treachery of Images 



 

 

 
Picture 1. La trahison des images, (1928-1929), René Magritte 

 

Since both studied organizations use pictures in their communication, we found it self-

evident to include pictures in the interviews with both the organizations and donors. We 

have therefore combined a research of the visual expressions of the organizations 

pictures with the arguments that stems from the potential donors and organizations staff 

when reacting to the images.  

 

Furthermore, the choice to visually analyze the organizations’ web pages rather than 

Facebook pages is since web page is more adaptable to the organizations preferences in 

terms of color, outline, and structure. Since the web page is a tool for communication, 

we assume that the design features could be used to match the organization’s values and 

communicative profile. Facebook is a more static communication tool in terms of 

design - you cannot change colors or structure, only post pictures, videos and 

commentaries, but yet still keep in line with Facebook's terms of use.   

 

2.3.7 Transcription of interviews 
All interviews were transcribed in order to provide a more profound collection of 

material, which was important for the validity of the analysis. A possible problem in the 

analysis process is data-processing errors (Bryman, 2012). This problem regards the fact 

that the authors interpret different answers than the one given by the interviewed person. 

To diminish this possible problem, both of the authors have reviewed the taped 

interviews and transcriptions separately without any influence of each other. The parts 



 

of the interviews that were considered uncertain or where we as authors had different 

interpretations of the collected data, the interviewee was once again contacted in order 

to clarify his or her statements.  

 

2.3.8 Analyzing material 
In order to classify the findings from the interviews, the different investigated areas 

were marked in colors and later divided after the themes and theories discussed in 

‘Theoretical Framework’. This was done to collect the data and to simplify for 

verification between theory and empirical data in the analysis. To support the 

triangulation practice, where donors and the organizations point of views were 

compared, the material was divided into themes rather than after group of interview 

subjects. These themes discussed during the interviews were merged and compared to 

the discussed theories. When comparing theory to empirical findings we were able to 

find matches and contradictions to the theories. Furthermore, contradictions and 

matches between donors and organizations were also an important aspect for the 

conclusion.  

 

The donors’ backgrounds are various, even though many of them are students. We are 

aware that the participants’ backgrounds may influence their opinions. For example, one 

could assume that a business student has learned to look for statistics, graphs, and 

measurable goals while a design student rather looks at colors and pictures. During the 

interviews, we found contradictions to this prejudgment, making it difficult to point out 

the reason for the differences in perspectives. Therefore, the cause-and-effect from a 

person’s background to his or her answer is not something that we focused on in the 

analysis. Our aim has not been to put different donors in cases or groupings. Different 

backgrounds will lead to different answers and therefore opens up to a broader 

perspective at the level of analysis. In the interviews with the potential donors, the 

individual’s background is more significant than in the interviews with the 

organizations. This is due to the fact that when interviewing the organizations staff, they 

mostly speak ‘on behalf of the organization’, even though we requested a personal 

approach to the research problem. Acting as the organization’s spokesperson might 

lessen personal reactions or individual emotions to the research question, but is a natural 



 

outcome since the organization’s staff at some level identifies with his or her position, 

tasks, and employment (Boenigk & Helmig, 2013).  

 

2.3.9 Research Ethics 
Discussing ethics is important in order to protect the participant who leaves information 

to research and also which information is relevant to publish or not. When the 

interviewees decide to leave certain information they will risk to provide more or less 

secret information about an organization, which not only can put the organization at risk 

but also carry the risk of losing his or her job.  

 

Since we argue that people are under influence of their social background and actions 

we claim that there is no universal perception of ethics. We rather argue that ethics 

needs to be adapted to the situation, so-called situation ethics (Bryman, 2012).  

 

Because we were to compare two organizations which are, at some level, competing 

with each other, it was of great importance to make sure the interviewee was aware of 

the fact that an investigation of two organizations was being made and to provide the 

possibility of leaving information anonymously (Kvale, 2007). Our intention as 

researchers has not been about getting the interviewees to leak organizational secrets but 

rather to access relevant information that will contribute to the understanding of 

efficient online communication to donors. Taking responsibility as a researcher of 

informing the interviewee how the material will be used is important to establish trust 

between the interviewer and the interview subject (Högberg & Engstrand, 2013).  

 

The interviews have been recorded and later transcribed, but not published. The 

transcription of material has enhanced the reliability (Kvale, 2007) since we had the 

possibility of going back to the collected material to minimize misinterpretations. It is 

important to inform the interviewee about the transcription and if there is something that 

the participant does not want to be put on record, it should be clear that recording is not 

necessary if it infringes on the individual's’ feeling of security (Högberg & Engstrand, 

2013). 

 



 

Furthermore, since we are investigating information distributed online and individual 

donor’s preferences studied through social media, it is necessary to discuss Internet 

ethics. Information gathered through social media might, in some cases, not be regarded 

as public or official (Engstrand, 2013). Information gathered on social media could be 

regarded as official if the information is easily accessed, there is no need for a password 

to access the information, the material is not of “sensitive nature”, and no policy or rule 

on the website exists to prohibit the use of the material (Bryman, 2012). 

 

Regarding the objectivity as interviewers, and the transparency provided to the reader, 

we must clarify that one of the authors, Caroline Leuhusen, is a former volunteer for 

Doctors Without Borders. However, she has not been working either directly with the 

interviewed subjects or at the communication department, reducing emotional 

attachment that might inflict on the provided material (Kvale, 2007). Leuhusen’s former 

activity is seen more of an asset than an obstacle for this research, and an evidence of 

true dedication and interest in these kinds of organizations.  

 

2.3.10 Level of validity 
Validity is according to Bryman (2012) in many ways one of the most important 

criteria’s in research. In what way can one prove that the findings in the thesis are 

“true” and that the outcomes of the thesis actually do arise from the specific factors that 

have been investigated and not by some unknown factor, which has not been 

considered? Bryman (2012) discusses the reach of validity in both qualitative and 

quantitative research and states that validity is most applicable and most important in 

quantitative research. Even though, validity is important in qualitative research, in 

which it is divided into internal and external validity (LeCompte & Goetz, 1982; 

Bryman, 2012). Another approach to validity is to divide it into credibility - parallel to 

internal validity, and transferability - parallel to external validity. We however chose to 

use the concepts internal and external validity in this thesis (Guba & Lincon, 1994, cited 

in Bryman, 2012).  

 

Internal validity concerns the match between the researcher’s observations and 

theoretical concepts. A way to strengthen the internal validity is to study the observed 

area over a longer period of time to minimize misinterpretations and obtaining the 



 

potential to ensure a higher level of congruence between observations and concepts 

(LeCompte & Goetz, 1982). To strengthen the internal validity in this thesis, fewer 

theories were chosen to be studied in close detail to increase the quality of the authors’ 

knowledge to these concepts and theories. This led to more in-depth knowledge and to 

transparent interviews where the interviewees’ misinterpretation of questions was 

minimized. Validity is of great significance since we have a constructivist perspective 

and know that individuals are affected by their backgrounds and experiences, and by 

using more ‘natural’ and non-emotional words, the interviewee can speak more freely. 

The knowledge about the theories and concepts that we possess gave us the potential of 

obtaining a more transparent interview. Moreover, the interviews were prepared in 

advance, depending on what concepts we were searching for and the questions were 

developed accordingly. It provided us with a higher level of congruence between 

concepts, theories, and observations. Other ways of improving validity is to interview 

several people within the same area of competence in order to receive multiple point of 

views. Therefore, we chose not only to interview one employee that was responsible for 

the relevant department in the organization, but also interviewed employees from 

similar departments in the organization to get a broader perception and understanding.  

 

External validity concerns the level of generalization and to what extent research can be 

generalized beyond the specific context (Bryman, 2012). As was mentioned earlier, we 

are aware of the risk of a low degree of generalization when doing qualitative research 

since there are fewer investigated subjects (Kvale, 2007; Silverman, 2011). This aspect 

has been overcome by interviewing several people within the same organization and 

increasing the depth of the interview. What is also important to note is that a 

constructivist analysis focuses on how an interviewed subject describes a certain 

concept, not on the number of people saying the same things. Moreover, since this 

thesis focuses on Sweden, the generalization is further diminished, and not to be fully 

generalizable to all countries, markets, and organizations. As constructivists, we believe 

that all individuals are shaped by his or her backgrounds and earlier experiences in life. 

This would indicate that the outcomes of the same research in another country could 

conduce very different results due to differences in social settings and culture. A way to 

increase the generalization is to compare the issue across different branches or focus 

areas, but within the same sector (Silverman, 2011). Therefore two organizations with 



 

differences in mission were chosen - one humanitarian and one environmental 

organization.  

 

It has often been suggested that the scope of the findings from qualitative research are 

restricted in a manner, which could indicate less generalizability. The lower level of 

generalizability is due to a lower number of observations, which is the opposite of 

quantitative research. (Bryman, 2012; Björklund & Paulsson, 2003). However, when 

dealing with generalizability, in both qualitative and quantitative research, it is 

important to distinguish between the two scopes of generalizability. “The findings of 

qualitative research are to generalize to theory rather than to populations.” (Bryman, 

2012:406). Due to differences between countries and individuals, different experiences 

in life, it is not fully possible to apply one case study, which has been made in one 

country to another just as simple. There are many aspects that have to be considered 

beforehand. Trust as an example, which will be elaborated further in ‘Theoretical 

Framework’ is not at the same level in all countries and regions of the world. The 

findings of this study can partly be applied to other countries, but with caution.  

 

2.3.11 Level of reliability  
As with validity, reliability is also divided into internal and external reliability, where 

the former concerns the agreement among researchers and the latter concerns the 

problem of replication (LeCompte & Goetz, 1982; Bryman, 2012; Tell, 2013). Some 

scholars have suggested that qualitative research reliability needs to be evaluated in 

another way than quantitative research reliability (Guba & Lincon, 1994, cited in 

Bryman, 2012). The scholars suggest that reliability is a synonym to dependability, 

which they mean is a form of ‘auditing’ approach. It would imply that all records were 

kept of the research and that some colleagues would act as auditors and check the 

procedures (Bryman, 2012). However, we chose to approach reliability through internal 

and external reliability, since dependability was not a viable option due to personal 

infringement and sensitive material expressed in interview transcripts.  

 

Internal reliability concerns the agreement among researchers (Bryman, 2012) and their 

conformity with each other. It is impossible that two people have the exact same set of 

previous assumptions and experiences. As Heidegger (1996) argued, the importance is 



 

not only to speak about the same thing but also to speak in the same way when 

observing a phenomenon. According to the philosopher, this is the only way we can 

evaluate similarities and differences between things (Heidegger, 1996). Therefore, we 

have had an aim of being as neutral and objective as possible in the evaluations in order 

to overcome our previous differences as researches. Furthermore, to strengthen internal 

reliability we as researchers have investigated the same theories, discussed, and 

evaluated them, in order to create a common set of knowledge foundation, a so-called 

cross-learning approach (Grant, 1996). 

 

External reliability regards the extent to which the research can be replicated (Bryman, 

2012). Bryman (2012) argues that this is a quite difficult criterion to meet since the 

surrounding environment is constantly changing. Another barrier, which reduces 

reliability, is whether the interviewee would change the answers during the interview 

and if he or she would provide different answers depending on who was interviewing 

him or her (Kvale, 2007). We as researchers have been fully aware of this potential 

dilemma and have therefore used as non-emotional and as objective questions as 

possible in the interviews, in order to not influence the interviewee. Issues of reliability 

could also emerge in the transcription of interviews (Kvale, 2007), especially with a 

constructivist perspective. The perception of words and expressions may differ between 

individuals, which in turn could lead to false outcomes. As discussed earlier in 

‘Research Design’, triangulation is a way to improve the external validity (Björklund & 

Paulsson, 2003). The explorative nature in this thesis leads us researchers to explore 

communication relationships from two directions - the organization and the donor. 

Through this approach, our possibility to get multiple perspectives on the explored 

subject increased. However, the thesis has been written through an organization's point 

of view, rather than a donor's point of view. Since communication is dependent on the 

perception from donors and potential donors, their point of view has also been taken 

into account but rather as a point of analysis. 

 

 

 



 

2.4 Criticism to method 
As in all research, nuances and contradictions might appear to what has been stated in 

earlier phases of a research area development. We will present what has been noted as 

the major obstacles in performing this kind of research to show the awareness of such 

possible nuances. 

 

The thesis is based on a technique called triangulation, which implies that the researcher 

uses more than one source to collect data. The data in this thesis has been collected 

through literature studies and interviews. The interviews were further divided into 

interviews with organizations and potential donors. This thesis investigation has only 

focused on two NPOs, which might give misleading results in terms of generalizability. 

However, we have investigated two organizations in different branches of the non-profit 

sector in order to still investigate differences in aspects and contradictions. This 

potential consequence could in turn lead to influence the external reliability due to few 

investigated objects and may lead to lower the replicability of the thesis. We are aware 

that the conclusions of this thesis may not replicate the entire NPO sector since other 

NPOs could use communication differently but it is still a starting point to investigate 

the NPOs online communication for which there is a lack in theories today.  

 

The homogeneity of the interviewed donors can also pose as a problem when analyzing 

the overall population and drawing conclusions for the entire group of the NPO donors 

in Sweden. Furthermore, the donor group will also have different prerequisites amongst 

themselves. Some people might have donated to one of the investigated NPOs for a long 

time and have a clear insight to the NPOs actions and work, while others might just 

have heard of the organizations. The entire thesis has been based on a qualitative 

perspective but there might have been a need to conduct the interviews with potential 

donors through a quantitative perspective in order to reach a larger population. 

 

We have argued for the use of a constructivist perspective, since we assume that a 

person’s thoughts and actions are built upon social structures and influences by others. 

Constructivism is primarily developed for social research, where the analysis is put on 

human beings and their interaction. It is important to specify that this is a perspective, 

which we have had in mind throughout the thesis, treating communication as an 



 

interaction between people. In the meantime, there have also been other concepts, which 

needed to be explored, such as the use of Internet and the web of more tangible nature, 

in order to match the humanistic approach to organizational communication. It has 

therefore been a challenge to highlight the human being as the only actor while keeping 

an objective view to the described phenomena. We therefore hope that the reader have 

forbearance to this aspect. 

 

A deductive approach might also influence the prerequisite of the authors. Choosing 

specific literature to study before outlining the questions will influence how the 

interviews are structured, which areas that will be deeply investigated etc. The authors 

might also form a preconceived picture of the results, which can influence the analysis. 

Furthermore, there might be issues regarding the chosen literature where some one can 

debate over the appropriateness of the literature and it’s fit to the thesis. Yet another 

implication from literature studies might have been that we chose to stick to the used 

models aspects and factors, and therefore missed other important factors, which could 

have affected the outcomes of the thesis.  

 

Furthermore, the collaboration between the two organizations has varied at level of 

willingness to participate. Doctors Without Borders immediately accepted to participate 

and provided a sufficient number of participants. Further on, they invited us to their 

office, showing on hospitality and friendliness. By this act, trust was early established in 

the contact with the organization. WWF, on the other hand, initially provided us with 

double messages about their participation. One employee accepted while another denied 

participating. After conviction and discussions, they finally agreed to participate in 

interviews. However, the openness might have been limited because of this initial 

introduction, which affects the results of the interviews.  

 

 

 	  



 

3.	  Theoretical	  framework	  	  
In this chapter, the major literature and models will be elaborated about the trust and 
commitment theories. The chapter starts with an elaboration of the relationship with 
donors and continues with the elaboration of ICT and social media, keeping trust and 
commitment as core concepts. This section is followed by a division of information 
communication - functional and emotional. The concepts are explained to the reader 
and put into a context with trust and commitment. The chapter ends with an elaborated 
model called ‘Communication for the mission’, which summarizes the theoretical 
findings and presents the reader with a more clear vision of the thesis.  
 

 

3.1 Relationship with Donors 
Due to the intangible and social nature of the activities and organization of an NPO, 

Venable et al. (2005) argue that trust plays an important role in customers’ decision to 

donate money. Stride and Lee (2007) demonstrate the importance of trust as the key 

concept in any kind of non-profit management. In charity, the donor gives without 

expecting any tangible product in return, which further implies a trustworthy 

relationship (Bekkers & Wiepking, 2011). With this aspect in mind we will further 

investigate the theoretical framework behind trust as a concept in the relationship with 

donors. 

 

The pursuit of obtaining recurring charitable donations for organizations is a never-

ending quest for survival. This could be an indication of why Sargeant and Lee (2004) 

state the necessity for NPOs to build long-term relationship with donors. Morgan and 

Hunt (1994) have studied the key-aspects of long-term relationship building, which 

imply that trust and commitment are the core to build relationships over a longer period 

of time.  

 

3.1.1 The Trust-Commitment theory 
Long-term relationship theory is in this thesis based on the trust-commitment theories 

elaborated by Morgan and Hunt (1994), adapted for commercial companies, and 

MacMillan et al. (2005), adapted for NPOs. In order to understand the essence of non-



 

profit communication to donors it is important to describe trust and commitment and its’ 

antecedents. 

 

A key factor influencing long-term relationship is trust, which Morgan and Hunt 

(1994:23) define as  “when one party has confidence in an exchange partner's reliability 

and integrity”. In order to even have the possibility of establishing a relationship there is 

a need for trust. To establish a long-term relationship, the parties need to see each other 

as trustworthy, which is associated with “consistent, competent, honest, fair, 

responsible, helpful, and benevolent” (Morgan & Hunt, 1994:23). Stride and Lee (2007) 

argue that trust is the main tool for establishing credibility for NPOs. They state that 

trust is “a hygiene-factor, a pre-requisite to any legitimate non-profit activity”. (Stride & 

Lee, 2007:117). It is regarded as the organization’s raison d’être8 (Stride & Lee, 

2007).   

 

The other key influencing factor is commitment, which arises through the beliefs that a 

current relationship is important and that the partner should put effort in maintaining it 

(Morgan & Hunt, 1994). This may be an indication to why it is necessary to engage the 

donor and make him or her feel as a part of something important in order to generate a 

continuous cash flow to the NPO.    

 

As shown in Figure 1, an elaboration of Morgan and Hunt’s model (1994) ‘The Key 

Mediating Variable’, trust and commitment derive from five antecedents; Relationship 

termination costs, Relationship benefits, Shared values, Communication, and 

Opportunistic behavior. These concepts will further be discussed in order to find 

similarities and differences between Morgan and Hunt’s theory on trust and 

commitment in commercial companies and its adaption to the non-profit case.  

 

Relationship termination costs, or “switching costs” refer to the financial cost of 

ending a contract or finding a new business partner. This is specific in the for-profit case 

(Morgan & Hunt, 1994). In the non-profit case, switching costs are regarded as fairly 

low in the donor’s perspective. There are often minor costs involved in starting to 

donate and ending a continuous flow of charitable donations. Instead, the cost of ending 

                                                        
8 Actual purpose of existence 



 

a relationship might be the moral values of the donor that are conflicted by the goal of 

saving money for oneself (Rubaltelli & Agnoli, 2012). One indication to why donors 

might choose to stop donating to an organization is related to the lack of trust. The 

donor’s lack of trust may arise from the organization’s low transparency in functional 

communication and the donor does no longer see the organization as trustworthy (Stride 

& Lee, 2007).   

 

In the absence of a tangible exchange of products or services, Relationship benefits can 

be compared to a so-called “warm glow”, which theorizes a donor’s egocentric aspect of 

giving - you give to feel good about yourself and care less about the actual outcome of 

the donation (Andreoni, 1990). 

 

Shared values refer to how the organization and its partner’s respond to each other’s 

goals and values, if they strive for a common objective (Morgan & Hunt, 1994). An 

organization’s values are reflected in organizational and staff behavior, organizational 

goals, and policies. It is the only concept that directly affects both trust and commitment 

(Morgan & Hunt, 1994), which can be seen in Figure 1. Bekkers and Wiepking (2011) 

define value as the donor’s sanction of the organization’s goal. Boenigk & Helmig 

(2013:14) argue that “Organizations should implement activities and initiatives that 

strengthen donors’ perception that it is taking care, has the donors’ best interest in mind, 

and works to establish long-term relationships. For example, a nonprofit-oriented online 

community could encourage in-depth discussions about topics of interest to donors and 

thereby foster feelings of belonging to a group with shared values”.  

 

Communication is yet another key concept in the NPO-donor relationship since it is 

often the only tool of information for the donor (MacMillan et al, 2005). Morgan and 

Hunt (1994) state that communication is dependent on three aspects: frequency, 

relevance, and timeliness. A closer description of non-profit communication is found in 

the following section.  

 

Morgan and Hunt (1994) state that opportunistic behavior has a negative correlation to 

trust. This is the most important factor of trust (MacMillan et al, 2005). If the donor 

ever feels lied to or used, this is the factor that diminishes trust. This is what happened 



 

in 2009 with the multi-million Red Cross fraud, which hurt the trustworthiness of the 

organization and the perception of NPOs in general (FRII, 2012). Since the donor 

identifies, at some level, with the receiving NPO, his or her identification with the 

organization will also shift if the NPO is involved in a scandal (Boenigk & Helmig, 

2013). This might indicate the necessity of communicating the use of the donations, 

which are received, and how they are put into action. 

 

According to Morgan and Hunt (1994) there are five outcomes of trust and 

commitment. However, these will not be further evaluated in this thesis since we are not 

aiming to explain the cause-and-effect relationship of trust, but rather to explore the 

influencing factors behind a long-term relationship. Since the model initially was 

outlined for for-profit organizations, we argue that the outcomes are not relevant in the 

non-profit context. The outcome in the NPO-donor case is either Donation or No 

Donation. To establish a long-term positive donating behavior when the donor gives on 

a recurring basis is called long-term relationship (Morgan & Hunt, 1994). A long-term 

relationship is the actual essence of the trust-commitment theory. 

 

In Figure 1 we have elaborated Morgan and Hunt’s model from 1994 and eliminated the 

five outcomes of trust and commitment in order to simplify for the reader and to avoid 

confusion. The colored boxes display the theoretical focus, which are further elaborated 

in this thesis (Shared values, Communication, Trust, and Commitment).  

 

 



 

 

 
Figure 1. The trust-commitment model (Elaborated from The Key Mediating Variable, 
Morgan & Hunt, 1994) 
 

3.1.2 The fitted model of the NPO 
As explained above, the trust-commitment model was initially developed for profit-

driven companies, and focus was hence on sales, purchase behavior etc. MacMillan et 

al. (2005) adapted Morgan and Hunt’s (1994) model to the non-profit sector called ‘The 

fitted model of the NPO’. We will further describe MacMillan et al.’s (2005) model and 

it’s suitability to the Swedish non-profit environment. MacMillan et al. (2005) argue 

that the influencing factors of trust in NPOs are Non-opportunistic behavior, Shared 

Values, and Communication, while Non-material benefits influence commitment. 

 

Non-opportunistic behavior is the most important aspect of trust (MacMillan et al, 

2005) and was introduced as an adapted term from opportunistic behavior. Non-

opportunistic behavior refers to the fact that the organization does not take advantage of 

it’s donors (MacMillan et al, 2005). “It implies that the way the NPO has treated 

funders in the past affects whether funders believe the NPO will keep its commitments 

and not take advantage of them in the future.“ (MacMillan et al, 2005:815) Practically, 

non-opportunistic behavior is expressed in for example the structure of the organization, 

staff recruitment, a high number of volunteers or interns, and lower salaries (Anheiner, 

2005). 

 



 

Shared Values are present in both figures: ‘Key mediating variables’ and ‘The fitted 

model of the NPO’, and are similar to each other. The concept relates to the 

communality of goals between the organization and it’s donors. When it comes to the 

NPO-donor relationship, shared values play a significant role (MacMillan et al, 2005; 

Stride & Lee, 2007). It is regarded as a key concept in creating a strong relationship 

between donors and the organization, the reason for the organization’s actual existence 

and hence the main link to the donor (Stride & Lee, 2007). The necessity in this is due 

to the fact that the donors need to believe in the greater cause of the NPO in order to 

trust the organization and to put effort in maintaining the already existing relationship 

(MacMillan et al, 2005). Both the organization and the donor should be driven by a 

higher ambition of helping people and solving environmental and societal needs in order 

to “match” through shared values (Elkington & Hartigan, 2008). 

 

Communication is in the non-profit case developed into a two-way process, 

emphasizing the exchange of values and information between the donor and the NPO 

(MacMillan et al, 2005). MacMillan et al. (2005) state that communication is the most 

complex antecedent of trust, but it is also the factor that the NPO can change by its own 

behavior. It may therefore be an indication to why NPOs should put more effort and 

resources into their online communication strategy. 

 

In the adaption of the trust-commitment theory to NPOs, MacMillan et al. (2005) have 

replaced the term Relationship benefits with Material and Non-material benefits. The 

original factor - relationship benefits - is not applicable to the NPO since it focused on 

product profitability, customer satisfaction, and product performance. Since there rarely 

is a product consumed in the NPO donation case, we need to look at what is replacing 

the consumption or product. The consumption of a donor can be divided into material 

and non-material. The material benefits from giving are found to be the donors learning 

from the NPO and receiving positive attention from giving. Material benefits is here an 

influencing factor on the donor’s identification with the NPO (Boenigk & Helmig, 

2013). The perception that the NPO is using the donation in an efficient way and that it 

is benefitting the intended target is called non-material benefits, which is less related to 

the ‘ego of giving’ (MacMillan et al, 2005). In this aspect, low administration costs and 



 

transparency can increase commitment through non-material benefits, which is similar 

to non-opportunistic behavior.    

     

“In the absence of direct consumption, funders must trust NPOs at one 
stage removed, to serve the interests of the NPOs clients. Nonmaterial 
benefits are beliefs or assumptions about the NPO such as, for example, 
that it is making a positive impact and using its funds efficiently. These 
beliefs will inevitably rely on trust in the absence of sufficiently hard 
evidence about the NPO’s behaviour.”  
 

MacMillan et al, 2005:815 
 

In Figure 2 we present the original model of MacMillan et al., (2005) called ‘The fitted 

model of the NPO’.  

 

 

 
Figure 2. The fitted model of the NPO (MacMillan et al, 2005) 

 

3.1.3 Criticism to the trust-commitment theory 
Fukuyama (1995), cited in Sargeant and Lee (2004), states that trust is based on 

collective values, social networks, and cultural ethics. MacMillan et al’s (2005) 

remodeling on relationship marketing for the non-profit sector is based on a study on 

South African NPOs. Since cultural differences are present between South Africa and 

Sweden, there is a possibility to find gaps when adapting MacMillan et al’s model to 

other cultures, countries, and organizations, such as the Swedish environment. Trust is a 



 

key concept, therefore we must regard the differences in the perceived level of trust in 

each country. In Figure 3, the level of trust is displayed on the Y-axis. Trust is here 

defined as the share of people in each country saying that most people are trustworthy. 

According to the graph, in Sweden, about 70 percent of the population find most people 

trustworthy, while the number in South Africa only reaches 10 percent. This might 

imply that trust is perceived differently in Sweden compared to South Africa. The 

differences in income equality might also affect the view on donations, whether people 

think it is important to contribute to the social good or not. 

 

 

 
Figure 3. Income differences and trust - share saying most people are trustworthy 
(Jordahl, 2008) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

3.2 Online communication - ICT and social media 
 

“Customer communication is an essential activity of all organizations although 
many nonmarketing organizations often fail to accord it the importance it 
deserves.” 

Kotler and Levy (1969:13) 
 

Social media and online communication (web site, e-mail etc.) have become main tools 

in corporate and organizational communication (Briones et al, 2011). Even in the digital 

sphere, concepts such as trust and commitment are key aspects in fostering a sustainable 

relationship with followers, stakeholders, and the general public (Saxton & Guo, 2011).  

 

3.2.1 Opportunities from using ICT 
By the usage of social media as a tool for two-way communication, NPOs have the 

ability of gaining deeper relationships with donors, helping donors interact with each 

other (Kanter, 2009, cited in Briones et al, 2011), and widen the reach of the 

organization (Taylor et al, 2001). 

 

Two-way communication, including listening to the public, is a good way to build 

relationships (Taylor et al, 2001; MacMillan et al, 2005). Anheiner (2005) also 

emphasizes the fact that “charity” in itself is based on a two-fold motivation to change, 

both the donors and the organizations’ strive to change a specific situation. Ingenhoff 

and Koelling (2009) argue that the dialogue stemming from digital communication is 

the main advantage for putting resources in ICT and web communication tools. Boenigk 

and Helmig (2013:14) also argue for NPOs to treat donors as “cocreators of value, not 

as anonymous providers of resources”.  

 

The usage of social media will not only amend the relationship between the NPO and 

donor, but will also help the organization to monitor other media feeds and allow them 

to get access to new information faster and react to that information (Briones et al, 

2011). Furthermore, the increased competition for resources in the non-profit sector and 

the donors demanding for greater communication and professionalism (Breman, 2008), 

might indicate the necessity to engage more in ICT in order to establish a commitment 



 

to todays’ donor. If used efficiently and in a suitable way, social media can work as a 

very resource efficient and effective tool (Boeder, 2002). 

 

Hallahan (2008, in Briones et al, 2011) found five aspects that need to be fulfilled in 

order to establish a so-called organizational-public relationship, which is constituted of 

the organization’s relationship with the stakeholders. The mentioned five aspects are: 

Commitment, Control mutuality, Communality, Trust, and Satisfaction. MacMillan et 

al. (2005) argue that three variables of communication - informing, listening, and staff 

interaction - will lead to trust. Comparing Hallahan (2008, in Briones et al, 2011) to 

Morgan and Hunt’s (1994) and MacMillan et al’s (2005) models, we can see that both 

trust and commitment are central parts in communication. Furthermore, the need of 

communality implicates the necessity of a two-way exchange of information, putting the 

donor at mutual level as the organization, if not even in first place. As noted in ‘The 

Trust-commitment theory’ chapter, trust will lead to increased commitment and 

recurring donations, which is one of the main targets and opportunities from the use of 

ICT and social media. Control mutuality is also an important factor in communication, 

due to an organization’s need of acting and communicating with transparency and 

openness to gain trust (MacMillan et al, 2005). Satisfaction of the donor is obtained 

through aligning his or her values to the organization's overall goals and mission. If the 

organization obtains its’ goals, the donor will feel satisfied with his or her contribution 

to that fulfillment (MacMillan et al, 2005). Hereafter, we will continuously use the 

terms of MacMillan et al. for the sake of simplicity. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Table 4. Opportunities from using ICT 

Opportunities: 

Increase donor’s commitment  

Helping donors to interact with each other 

Widen the reach and spreading the mission 

Monitor other organizations  

Faster information dispersion 

Efficient use of scarce resources 

More clear communication of goals to donors 

 

3.2.2 Barriers of using ICT 
The NPOs are competing for scarce resources - time, money, and staff - which is one of 

the major barriers to adapt to today’s media culture (Taylor et al, 2001; Boeder, 2002; 

Greenpeace: The Story, 2011; Briones et al, 2011). Boeder (2002) also argues that the 

lack of knowledge in how to use social media and online communication efficiently is a 

main obstacle.  

 

Briones et al’s (2011) study on the Red Cross’ use of social media showed on a 

conscious use of the tools for relationship building and information exchange, but that 

the Red Cross lacked to integrate it with the organizations’ overall communication 

strategy, which is a common problem (Boeder, 2002). Ingenhoff and Koelling (2009) 

investigated 134 Swiss NPOs and their usage of online communication. The surveyed 

NPOs showed an inefficient use of web communication and underutilized capacity.  

 

Hallahan (2008, in Briones et al, 2011) argues that social media can work as a platform 

to share values, beliefs, and interests. It is therefore important that the displayed content 

on the organization’s webpage corresponds to its’ overall values, as well as the shared 

values with donors (Morgan & Hunt, 1994; MacMillan et al, 2005). Another barrier 

which the NPOs have to face is the fact that the decision makers in the organizations are 



 

usually senior and hence might lack the understanding of the impacts of social media as 

well as the knowledge of how it is used (Briones et al, 2011). It is no longer enough to 

approach the stakeholder by flyers and postal letters, especially if the goal is to reach a 

new and younger crowd.  

 

Since the media climate is getting more intense, consumer’s attention is getting more 

“fragmentized”, attracted by commercial companies, NPOs must overcome these 

challenges by using social media in more innovative ways (Greenpeace: The Story, 

2011). Table 5 summarizes the barriers of using social media and online communication 

tools. 

 

Table 5. Barriers of using ICT 

Barriers: 

Lack of time  

Lack of staff  

Lack of knowledge  

Gap between ICT strategy and overall strategy  

Misalignment of values between donor and NPO 

Generation gap  

Medial noise  

 

3.3 Functional and emotional communication 
As explained earlier, NPOs need to engage in personalized communication and dialogue 

with their donors and in the meantime give information about their activities in order to 

implement trust and build long-term relationships. In online communication, website 

design is a crucial point (Persaud et al, 2009). The website reflects the organizations 

overall values, goals, and activities, and has today become the main tool for information 

search and communication (Briones et al, 2011). Both content and design must be 



 

aligned to match technological use and information as well as user-friendliness (Persaud 

et al, 2009).  

 

In a study of 275 NPOs and their interaction with stakeholders through Facebook, 

Waters et al. (2009) noted three strategies in the development of relationships in the 

virtual world. The first strategy is about disclosure, where the public demands an 

increased openness and transparency from organizations. The second strategy is 

usefulness of the website. The stakeholders need to find the posts on the website useful. 

The third strategy is interactivity with stakeholders. Other scholars investigating 

communication strategies for NPOs are Saxton and Guo (2011). They focused on web-

based communication for accountability and found two approaches: Disclosure and 

Dialogue. It is due to the changes in web technology over the years that the era of 

accountability has emerged, characterized by a more transparent organizational practice 

(Saxton & Guo, 2011). Saxton and Guo (2011) found that the two dimensions - 

disclosure and dialogue - would help to translate accountability to the web.  

 
3.3.1 Functional communication 
Functional communication refers to displaying tangible information to stakeholders, 

such as measurements, numbers, and actions taken (Hartmann et al, 2005). It expresses 

for example the organization’s contribution to reduced environmental impacts by 

measuring carbon dioxide, number of trees planted (in the case of deforestation), or the 

number of people cured from a disease in a certain region. Waters et al. (2009) 

described this as providing transparency openness to stakeholders. Saxton and Guo 

(2011) also argued for the NPO to engage in information disclosure. Disclosure was 

divided into; financial disclosure - the financial information the NPO shows on its 

website such as investments, administrative fees etc., and performance disclosure - 

which shows if and how the organization attains its missions, goals, and objectives.  

	  
Tangible functionality of the web page 
Persaud et al. (2009) argue that a NPOs website must provide efficient information 

search, credibility, navigation features, and business transactions. Information search is 

important in order to provide accessibility to the website (URL, web page address), easy 

to understand, and accurate information and content, such as written presentations etc. 



 

(Persaud et al, 2009). In order to efficiently spread information, communication needs 

to be adapted to frequency, relevance and timeliness of information dispersion (Morgan 

& Hunt, 1994). The NPOs must know how often they can provide new information on 

the webpage and in social media in order to keep a continuous interest but without an 

abundance of updates.  

Credibility is also a key in trust-commitment, for example display a “quality brand” 

such as the 90-account brand (Persaud et al, 2009; Svensk Insamlingskontroll, 2012).   

Navigation features are the actual outline of the webpage. These are so called menus 

and subgroups, which facilitates when looking for specific content (Persaud et al, 2009). 

Proper names and description of menus, easy-to-access by few clicks and little scrolling 

will give a structured impression to visitors (Persaud et al, 2009). What is further 

important in the functionality of the webpage is the use of media statistics and graphics, 

which also alleviates in information search (Persaud et al, 2009; Saxton & Guo, 2011). 

Business transactions, in this specific context, donations online, need to be facilitated 

by a clickable link to the donations page. In order to go from just a webpage visit to an 

actual donation, NPO’s must show trust and transparency through providing 

organizational information, payment methods, terms and conditions, and payment 

security (Persaud et al, 2009). 

 

3.3.2 Emotional communication 
Emotional communication could be described as the organization’s way to establish a 

personal relationship with the donor (Stride & Lee, 2007). It is usually about displaying 

pictures, stories, and concepts that speak to our personal beliefs rather than to our 

realistic cognition of giving  (Hartmann, 2005). Andreoni (1990) investigated the 

concept of charity and found that people do not only give for pure altruism. People can 

also find utility in giving, such as guilt, social pressure, or “warm glow” - the happiness 

arising from giving reflecting at one’s ego rather than the outcome of giving (Andreoni, 

1990). This shows that these so-called auto-expressions are the product of giving for 

emotions rather than functions (Stride & Lee, 2007).  

 

Playing on the fact that the organization and the donors share values, Stride and Lee 

(2007), underline emotional communication as a key tool to spread the NPO’s mission, 

which is the foundation of the trust gained from the donor. In order to attach to the 



 

human behind the giving process, Saxton and Guo (2011) emphasized the need to 

establish a dialogue to the NPO’s stakeholders. This dialogue aims to create a sense of 

relation between the donor and the organization (Saxton & Guo, 2011). The dimension 

of dialogue was divided into; solicitation of stakeholder input - take account for the 

needs, preferences, and demands of stakeholders, and interactive engagement - a form 

of two-way dialogue with stakeholders, where the stakeholder has some degree of say 

(Saxton & Guo, 2011). Saxton and Guo (2011) argue strongly for NPOs lack of creation 

of a dialogue with stakeholders, which is an important step in sustained relationship and 

trust.  

	  
Intangible functionality of the web page 
Persaud et al. (2009) also discussed certain aspects of NPOs webpages that we denote as 

emotional communication. These are pleasure, personalization and interactivity. 

Pleasure is about the esthetics of the webpage, such as colors, images, brightness, and 

readability of the text (Persaud et al, 2009). Image language is one of the most powerful 

tools when we want to communicate to intangible and subconscious minds (Stride & 

Lee, 2007).  

Personalization is also an aspect integrated with the design, but rather appeals to other 

senses such as sound or color (Persaud et al, 2009). According to Kotler and Zaltman 

(1971:7) “In social marketing, sellers also have to study the target audiences and design 

appropriate products. They must "package" the social idea in a manner which their 

target audiences find desirable and are willing to purchase.” Personalization of the 

webpage can therefore be adapted to the type of donor the NPO wants to reach. This 

could be achieved through the use of pictures and/or stories to evoke specific emotions, 

which according to Hartmann et al. (2005) speaks to our personal beliefs in a stronger 

way than the realistic cognition of giving. 

Interactivity is the part where Internet and social media play major roles for 

communication (Taylor et al 2001; Boeder, 2002; Ingenhoff and Koelling, 2009; 

Persaud et al, 2009; Briones et al, 2011). This is where the use of chatting, forums and 

availability of giving feedback and having open discussions comes in (Persaud et al, 

2009). Games, contests and other add-ons that create a relationship between the donor 

and the organization are also regarded as interactive features (Persaud et al, 2009). 

These approaches to the donor are indications of making the donor feel as a part of 



 

something good (Morgan & Hunt, 1994), which might in return lead to a long-term 

relationship since it is harder to abandon the emotional cognition of giving, than the 

rational one. 

 

3.3.3 Balance between functional and emotional communication 
Hartmann et al. (2005) argue that for green branding, there is a difference between the 

expression of nature contra the environment in advertising. When displaying “the 

nature”, the concept appeals to emotional benefits by creating a relationship with 

nature.  In nature-related communication, the organization could use concepts like 

“emotional affinity towards nature,” e.g. “loving nature” or “feeling one with nature” 

(Kals et al, 1999, cited in Hartmann et al, 2005). Displaying “the environment”, rather 

relates to functional communication in terms of reduced environmental impacts and 

measurable information related to this (Hartmann et al, 2005). This is where 

organizations can use numerical measurements, graphs, and statistics to inform, rather 

than evoke emotions. The problem in communicating a need for action in environmental 

organizations is explained by the difficulty of the great unwashed in grasping the direct 

urge and the cause-and-effect relationship of environmental proactive work 

(Greenpeace: The Story, 2011). For example, investments in saving natural resources 

may not show directly on the climate, but may have improvement on the nature in say 

50 or 60 years. The fact that environmental proactive work has less direct effect on the 

donor, makes communication on the behalf of emotions more difficult to communicate 

to the public.  

 

In order to implement trust efficiently, the two strategies, functional and emotional 

communication, must be used simultaneously. Functional and emotional 

communication should be regarded as complementary, rather than two opposed 

strategies, in order to obtain a strong brand image (Hartmann et al, 2005), or in this 

case, trust.  

 

 



 

3.4 Criticism to non-profit communication 
Discussions about the ethical aspect of NPOs’ communication are made by, amongst 

others, Stride and Lee (2007). They found that television commercials for aid 

organizations sometimes even could have negative effects on donor’s perception of the 

organization’s value. An excess of communication can also have negative impacts on 

trust (Morgan & Hunt, 1994). For example, an organization cannot post information on 

a very high frequency, since users will start to lose interest in the organization. 

 

Branding the NPO sector might lead to a misalignment from the organization’s initial 

values and mission (Stride & Lee, 2007). Other scholars are concerned with the 

commercialization process of communication (Sternberg, 1998). NPOs cannot fully 

adapt commercial communication strategies, on the contrary, they need to develop 

creative communication strategies, which differ from traditional communication, 

advertising, and PR (Sternberg, 1998).  

 

A problem in communication for NPOs is the imbalance in power that certain 

communication creates. Communication is directed towards a global superiority, to the 

rich Western world and asks for help, disempowering the “suffering Third World”, and 

putting the Western donor in a power position when choosing whether to help or not 

help (Höglund). Power relation in communication is also a problem regarding gender. 

Common in communication, including NPOs, is to picture women as suffering and 

without the possibility to help themselves and to self-empowerment (Björk, 1996). It is 

important to keep in mind that this imaginary picture of femininity and the 

objectification of the woman is a socially constructed phenomenon (Hirdman, 1988).  

 

3.5 Communication For the Mission 
In order to summarize the theoretical findings of the non-profit online communication, 

we have elaborated a model called (Figure 4) ‘Communication for the mission’, which 

shows how the presented parts are integrated, from the bottom-line objective to final 

practices in communication. We have consciously chosen not to mention each aspect of 

the trust and commitment theories in this summarizing picture since the reading would 

become complex and confusing.  



 

 

Since the thesis is written through an organizational perspective, the model starts at the 

foundations of the organization’s existence - its ‘Mission fulfilment’. In order to achieve 

the organizational mission, the organization needs financial support for survival, which 

is shown in ‘Survival of the NPO’ where the obtainment of donations is a never-ending 

quest for survival. As was mentioned earlier in the ‘Theoretical Framework’, the 

survival of the NPO depends on the establishment of long-term relationships with 

donors.  Hull and Lio (2006) state that NPOs primary source of economic survival is 

based on charity and donations. This leads to ‘Continuous cash flow to the NPO’. Since 

the NPO strives for recurring donations from donors in order to survive, it is important 

to understand the possible approaches to donors and which might lead to recurring 

donations. 

 

In order to obtain recurring donations, the organization needs to implement trust and 

commitment to the donors (Morgan & Hunt, 1994, MacMillan et al., 2005). ‘Trust and 

commitment’ has been found to play a significant part in communication and the 

relationship with donors. Morgan and Hunt (1994) state that the two concepts - trust and 

commitment - are the core to building long-term relationships. A foundational aspect to 

trust in the non-profit case is ‘Non-opportunistic behavior’, the benevolence of the 

NPOs actions (MacMillan et al., 2005). ‘Shared Values’ is about the NPO and donors’ 

strive for the common objective, which is the main link to the donor (Stride & Lee, 

2007) and a key concept in creating a strong relationship with the donor.  

 

‘Communication’ to the donors implies engaging in an interactive dialogue in order to 

make the donor feel as a part of the strive for good. According to Briones et al. (2011) 

social media and online communication have become main tools in organizational 

communication. Social media gives the NPO an ability of gaining deeper understanding 

of donors and facilitates the interaction and relationship building with donors (Kanter, 

2009, cited in Briones et al, 2011). In the communication from NPOs, theory says that 

there is a use of, on one hand tangible communication and on the other hand abstract 

communication to donors, which we in the thesis call ‘Functional communication’ and 

‘Emotional communication’. The functional communication refers to more tangible 

information, which is about expressing the NPOs contribution to the cause at hand in a 



 

transparent way. It could display number of people cured, measurements of reduced 

emissions etc. This type of information sharing or communication shows the donor the 

outcomes of his or her donations. Emotional communication refers to intangible 

information and expressions where communication is about evoking emotions through 

the use of pictures and personal stories. Through this type of communication, the NPO 

shows the purpose of the organization and why it is essential to donate to the specific 

organization. 

 

Through this summary, we hope to clarify the theories used in the thesis and the main 

objectives before continuing to the empirical findings and analysis. By understanding 

the main concepts of the thesis and what they stand for, the reader can easily follow the 

results from the interviews and relate to the outcomes in comparison to the theories. We 

are aware that other factors can influence an NPO’s ability to fulfill it’s mission. 

However, as noted, this model only explains the reasoning of the chosen theories in this 

thesis and works as a guideline to easier understanding. 

 

 

 



 

 
Figure 4. Communication for the mission 

	  
	  
	  
	  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

	  
	  



 

4.	  Empirical	  framework	  
The chapter will start with a short description of the two studied organizations, which 
will be followed by the results from the interviews. In qualitative social research, 
ambiguity is present in many aspects of people’s perceptions, thoughts, and sayings. 
When developing theories about emotional and functional communication, we cannot 
say that a studied object is either emotional or functional, both aspects can be present 
simultaneously. However, to alleviate for the reader, we have chosen to divide this 
chapter in accordance to the major themes used earlier. 
 
 

As was mentioned early in the introduction to this thesis, the studied organizations are 

Doctors Without Borders and WWF. Both organizations go under the concept of NPO 

but operate in different areas of the sector. The first is a humanitarian organization and 

the second is an environmental organization. Doctors Without Borders “provides 

independent, impartial assistance in more than 60 countries to people whose survival is 

threatened by violence, neglect, or catastrophe, primarily due to armed conflict, 

epidemics, malnutrition, exclusion from health care, or natural disasters.” (Doctors 

Without Borders, 2013), where the majority of the donations received are from private 

donors (Läkare Utan Gränser, 2013a). WWF is one of the leading NPOs in the world, 

where the operations are financed mostly through donations from private donors (WWF, 

2008). It is an NPO that conducts climate- and nature conservation where acute or long-

term measures are needed to curb climate change and conservation of endangered plant 

and animal species, or entire natural areas (WWF, 2013). 

 

4.1 Presenting the interviewees 
The organizations were studied and analyzed through a number of semi-structured 

interviews with staff of the respective communication departments in the organizations, 

as well as interviews with potential donors.  

 

4.1.1 Doctors Without Borders 
At Doctors Without Borders we interviewed three staff members, all with connection to 

the organization’s communication to donors. The communication department includes 

five to six people. Although with different responsibilities, they work as a team.  



 

The first interview was held at Doctor Without Borders’ headquarter in Stockholm with 

Ingrid Holmberg9. Ingrid Holmberg is responsible for the communication online and 

communication through social media. She has been working for the organization for 

two years and her tasks in social media communication occupies about half of her 

working hours. These tasks include writing and publishing text on the Facebook page, 

choosing pictures to publish on social media and on the organization’s web page. 

 

The following interview was also held at the office, with branding responsible, Robert 

Höglund. He states that his responsibilities include overall communication strategy and 

branding, as well as working with certain market related campaigns and advertising. As 

a branding strategist, his tasks are not linked to a certain income generating activity but 

rather continuous development of the brand. Even though his high involvement with 

branding and strategy, Robert Höglund’s position is actually placed under the 

fundraising department. He says that it is “somewhere in between fundraising and 

communication so I stand with one foot in each, acting like a bridge between the 

departments”. Robert Höglund has worked at Doctors Without Borders for about two 

years and within the non-profit sector for several years before he joined Doctors 

Without Borders.  

 

Our third and last interview was held through Skype with Hanna Broberg10, the Content 

and Production Fundraiser at Doctors Without Borders. Hanna Broberg has worked at 

Doctors Without Borders for twelve years, both at the communication department and at 

the fundraising department. Today, this position is placed at the fundraising department. 

Her tasks include editing and sending postal letters and online information to private 

donors, and editing and publishing information on the web pages for fundraising. Ingrid 

Holmberg is responsible for the web page as a whole while Hanna Broberg is 

responsible for the fundraising pages.  

 

                                                        
9 Holmberg, Ingrid, social media responsible at Doctors Without Borders. Interview 20th 
of March 2013. 
10 Broberg, Hanna, Content and Production Fundraiser at Doctors Without Borders. 
Interview 22nd of March 2013.   



 

4.1.2 WWF 
The first interview with WWF was held through Skype with Lina Karanikas11, 

Campaign Officer at the fundraising department. She focuses on the online 

communication and social media to private donors including the fundraising pages 

online. Furthermore, she is also responsible for online advertisement including visibility 

on news pages such as: www.aftonbladet.se and Dagens Nyheter. 

 

Anna Bodlund12, Head of Communication at WWF, was the second interviewee from 

WWF and the interview was held through Skype. She has been working for WWF for 

about a year and a half and six months on her current position. Anna Bodlund holds the 

main responsibility over the communication team, the press section, campaigns, and a 

general overlook over the communication department. Furthermore, she is responsible 

for the online communication and online communication strategy, which also includes 

social media communication.  

 

4.1.3 Interviews with potential donors 
As a complement to the interviews with the organizations, a number of short interviews 

were held with potential and present donors in Stockholm and in Linkoping. These 

interviews are anonymous and aim to give a third party perspective to the organizations’ 

communication online and to the perception of the non-profit sector in general where 

emphasis is put on the visual impression of the web pages and the pictures used in 

online communication. Since the interviews were anonymous we have marked the 

interviews in the text with “Person A”, “Person B”, “Person C”... etc. Altogether, the 

interviews with donors sum up to 11 interviews. The first round of visual analysis was 

held in Stockholm, on the 19th of March, 2013. Until the second round of interviews 

with donors, in Linkoping, a week later on the 27th of March, 2013, Doctors Without 

Borders had changed the homepage picture, hence the division between Stockholm and 

Linkoping. 

 

                                                        
11 Karanikas, Lina, Campaign Officer at WWF. Interview 3rd of April 2013.  
12 Bodlund, Anna, Head of Communication at WWF. Interview 10th of April 2013.  



 

4.2 Trust and commitment 
As was mentioned early in the thesis, in the year of 2009, the Swedish non-profit sector 

was subject to major challenges and lost trust from a large part of the public. This was 

due to the multi-million fraud that the previous Head of Communication at the Swedish 

Red Cross committed (Svenska Dagbladet, 2011). Overall, the NPO sector as a whole 

was affected by the fraud, however to different extent (FRII, 2012). 

 

“It was something that affected the whole sector in a negative way, 
definitely, but we were not affected to the same extent as the Red Cross. 
However, it creates ‘badwill’ for the whole sector when something like this 
occurs.” 
 

Lina Karanikas, WWF 
 

Ingrid Holmberg at Doctors Without Borders also mentioned the negative impact on the 

NPO sector and continues by saying that there is still some suspicion towards the sector.  

 

“People became more aware that there are people who embezzle so 
people have become more vigilant, which makes it even more important to 
be transparent and truly report how the money has been spent and show 
that we have routines at the office and in the fields so that the money does 
not just disappear.” 
 

Ingrid Holmberg, Doctors Without Borders 
 

Despite the negative impact on the sector a few years ago, both organizations seem to 

have regained their donors’ trust. However, there are still some people who are more 

restricted to the NPO sector nowadays. A former donor of the Red Cross says, “I give 

less and less to them [NPOs]. I am suspicious, the money never ends up where it’s 

supposed to” (Person A13). The interviewees from both organizations mentioned that the 

trustworthiness of the respective organizations is high. When the interviewee was asked 

about the origin of this trust to the organization, the answer was that the major 

influencing factors were reporting back to the donors and transparency. This was also 

mentioned by several of the interviewed donors’, who stated that it was due to the 

                                                        
13 Person A - Anonymous interview at Sodertorn University. Interview 19th of March 
2013. 



 

trustworthiness of the organization they chose to donate to the specific organization. A 

student at Sodertorn University said that even though you do not get enough 

information and would appreciate more information, “you just have to assume that the 

money goes to where it is intended, you have to trust them [the NPOs]” (Person B14). 

Another student at Sodertorn University also demanded more information from the 

NPOs. “You want to know what is happening, what they do, get information about their 

work and where the money goes” (Person C15). Despite a demand for information, she 

says, she does not mistrust the organizations.  

 

4.2.1 Long-term relationship 
Regarding the NPOs, the interviewees at the organizations state that trust comes from 

continuous loyalty building and since both NPOs have existed for many years, the trust 

and loyalty has grown with time. Robert Höglund at Doctors Without Borders states 

that there is a need for continuous donations for all NPOs. Without recurring donations 

from the donors, it would not be possible for the NPOs to keep the organization 

running. If the NPOs were to only receive single donations, it would only be worthwhile 

in catastrophic events, he says. Therefore the organization is dependent on recurring 

donations in order to keep the projects going. Robert Höglund continues on the path of 

recurring donations and mentions that in order to have continuous donations, the 

organization needs to convert the single donation donor to a monthly donor. At Doctors 

Without Borders, this is achieved by calling the single donation donor and asking if he 

or she would like to become a monthly donor instead and support the organization and 

its cause. In this case, Hanna Broberg at Doctors Without Borders states that it is 

important to have intriguing and relevant topics to present to the donor in order to give 

the donor confirmation and make him or her “feel as if they have made a good choice to 

support [the NPO] but also that they want to continue supporting the organization.” 

Furthermore, Anna Bodlund, Head of Communication at WWF, shows the importance 

of the donor by saying:  

 

 
                                                        
14 Person B - Anonymous interview at Sodertorn University. Interview 19th of March 
2013.   
15 Person C - Anonymous interview at Sodertorn University. Interview 19th of March 
2013.  



 

“We want to have a very trustworthy relationship, that they [donors] know 
that we are carrying out something with the help of them and that they are 
very, very important to us. It is the absolute truth because it is thanks to 
them that we can do the things we do.” 
 

Anna Bodlund, WWF 
 

The topic about trust often came up during the interviews with both organizations and in 

many different situations. For example, Hanna Broberg at Doctors Without Borders 

talked about the tsunami catastrophe a couple of years ago and mentioned the big 

amount of donations they received at that time. After a while, the organization, Doctors 

Without Borders, had to announce that they did not need any more donations for the 

specific project and they decided to call the donors and ask if they may relabel their 

donations, which she points out was a very controversial situation. She believes that the 

way they handled the situation gave the organization even more trustworthiness and 

showed that they had an honest communication towards the donors.  

 

4.2.2 Target groups 
In order to distinguish between target groups, WWF has kept the more traditional media 

in form of a magazine, WWF Vän (WWF Friend), to retain an older target group. This 

group, Anna Bodlund at WWF says, is more interested in receiving non-digital, physical 

communications material, which is the reason why WWF distributed the magazine 

WWF Vän. She claims that the older generation rather needs something to leaf through, 

something tangible.  

 

A group with slightly younger sponsors is the Animal Adoption group. Adopting an 

animal is a symbolic action a donor can take, choosing a species the donor wants to 

support in order to fight extinction. When supporting or adopting an animal, the donor 

can choose to receive a donation gift, for example a stuffed animal. In addition, Anna 

Bodlund argues that the differences in target groups probably depend on the preferences 

of the target groups and the fact that a younger target group has a more positive attitude 

towards for example donations through telephone or by text messages. A potential 

donor, 26 years old, at Linkoping University noted when commenting WWF’s web page 



 

that “They have text-gifts, which makes it very easy [to donate]” (Person E16). A third 

target group lately approached by WWF through social media and the web is children 

and youth. WWF has developed an online youth community where children and 

teenagers aged 10 to 14 years old can play games, chat on forums and join challenges 

aiming to improve global health and environmental thinking, says Anna Bodlund. This 

online community is, as Anna Bodlund says, “very user friendly”, based on a user 

driven approach. An example of how an early contact with the organization can lead to 

a long-term relationship was shown in the interviews with the potential donors where a 

current donor explains that he started donating to WWF through his grandmother who 

gave him a WWF calendar on a yearly basis (Person D17). 

In opposition, Doctors Without Borders does not claim to have any specific subgroups 

amongst private donors, except their main target audience which is “...an older woman 

and that’s almost even more true for us than for other organizations” says Robert 

Höglund at Doctors Without Borders.  

 

4.3 ICT & social media 
4.3.1 Targeting on social media  
Due to differences in target groups, communication on the organization’s web page 

differs from communicating in social media. The webpage is an open channel for any 

kind of interest group, donors, companies, press, and other organizations. Facebook is a 

tool for individuals and private donors where the communication is directed to both 

potential and current donors. According to Robert Höglund at  Doctors Without 

Borders, the organization’s target group is elderly women, aged 50-60 years old. This is 

also the main follower group on Facebook: people aged 45-54 years living in the 

Stockholm area (Facebook, 2013b). Robert says that it is probably not what you would 

have guessed, since Facebook is more commonly known to be a media frequently used 

by young people. Ingrid Holmberg, social media responsible at Doctors Without 

Borders, also comments on communication to an older audience.  

 

                                                        
16 Person E - Anonymous interview at Linkoping University. Interview 27th of March 
2013.  
17 Person D - Anonymous interview at Sodertorn University. Interview 19th of March 
2013.    



 

“...there are many older people on Facebook and on the web, so it must be 
information that they can understand, too. It would have been different if 
all our donors were 15 [years old], then you would have communicated in 
a different way” 
 

Ingrid Holmberg, Doctors Without Borders 
 

Robert Höglund also points out that using “too juvenile words” in communication can 

be a problem. Hanna Broberg, Content and Production Fundraiser at Doctors Without 

Borders says that “...hypothetically, a shorter text is more fit to a younger audience”.  

 

WWF’s main followers on Facebook are also middle aged or older target group but 

slightly more dispersed, between 35-54 years old (Facebook, 2013c).  Lina Karanikas, 

at WWF says that: “Facebook is an open communication channel, where we can 

communicate with supporters and existing donors, as well as people interested in our 

work. We communicate with our donors in different ways, depending on the 

communication channel and what type of donor they are”. A problem, however, is to 

determine “who is who” on Facebook, since there is no possibility of knowing who is a 

donor and who is not. Anna Bodlund, Head of Communication at WWF, states that “if 

you look at social media, for example, we do not know which ones who are our donors 

that are out there, so we are basically just shooting straight out to the individuals”. She 

also notes that some followers on Facebook are probably not donors, they are just 

following WWF because they like the organization. However, even though it might be 

hard, if not impossible, to adapt the communication to each and every person’s 

background, she says that “...in some way, all are equally, absolutely equally important, 

because then we really talk to everybody”. A similar statement was made by Ingrid 

Holmberg at Doctors Without Borders saying, “When we communicate on Facebook, 

we communicate to all”. A student at Linkoping University explained why he follows 

WWF on Facebook, without being an active donor: “I follow WWF [on Facebook] 

because I once saw that they posted an interesting article and that is when I started to 

follow them” (Person F18). 

 

                                                        
18 Person F - Anonymous interview at Linkoping University. Interview 27th of March 
2013.  



 

4.3.2 Communication on Facebook  
Both WWF and Doctors Without Borders use Facebook as their primary source of 

social media communication, with equal amounts of followers or so called ‘Likes’. A 

more interactive feature on Facebook is whether a person mentions the organization in 

an update, ‘Talks about’ it. WWF had on the 9th of April 2013 294.581 Likes and 

13.974 people talking about them (Facebook, 2013c). Doctors Without Borders had 

303.912 Likes and 9.596 people talking about them on Facebook (Facebook, 2013b).  

 

As Anna Bodlund at WWF stated, followers on Facebook can either be existing donors 

or potential donors. This makes it impossible for the organizations to target either the 

existing donor or the potential donor with a specific post. At WWF, Lina Karanikas says 

“Some posts are more or less pure fundraising posts while others are pure 

communication posts, information posts.” She continues on the same track and 

mentions that WWF could not possibly get the same spread of their posts through their 

web page as they can get from the use of social media. “It is one of the biggest social 

networks so it would be quite foolish not to be there” says Ingrid Holmberg, social 

media responsible at Doctors Without Borders.  

 

“[Facebook is] partly a communication platform with a possibility to 
spread our message, share information about us, our work, what we do 
and what we want to do. We also see it as a recruitment channel where we 
can recruit, and an opportunity for us to get visibility and both enhance 
and nurture our trademark.” 

 
Lina Karanikas, WWF 

 

Furthermore, interviewees from both organizations agree that Facebook is a cost 

efficient tool to use to spread the message especially since it is a channel which the 

organization can control, compared to magazines or newspapers where an external 

editor chooses which information to publish.  Anna Bodlund at WWF states that the 

primary reason they use Facebook is to share the amazing stories, pictures and videos, 

which the organization possess. She continues and mentions the great speed of 

Facebook. Traditionally, they had to make a press releases to communicate their stories 

and publish on the website, where the reader had to voluntarily come to the website. 

Now, with social media, the message goes straight out to the receiver with a much 



 

higher speed. To give an example of a successful campaign on Facebook, Robert 

Höglund at Doctors Without Borders mentions a campaign regarding South Sudan. Due 

to the fact that the situation in South Sudan did not get very much media coverage, the 

organization decided to post pictures on their Facebook page and ask for donations for 

that special cause. They managed to raise approximately 300.000 SEK just by using 

Facebook. “It was very successful because you don’t pay for it [the campaign] since we 

could use our channels.”  

 

“Facebook has not reached its potential for fundraising by far”  
 

Robert Höglund, Doctors Without Borders 
 

 

As mentioned, Facebook has increased the speed of communication, which also puts 

more pressure on the organizations. Ingrid Holmberg at Doctors Without Borders agrees 

that the supervision has become much better in the countries they operate in, not only 

through Facebook, but also the local media channels and Twitter. According to her, it is 

thanks to the people that share their experiences and show how it actually works. It is 

about staying connected to the other parts of the world and keeping an update of actions 

in the rest of the world. WWF has multiple networks all over the world and they also 

post different types of information. Anna Bodlund says that it is a lot thanks to 

Facebook that WWF Sweden can share important events and updates from the other 

WWF networks.  

 

However, Facebook as a tool for communication also has its backsides. The 

organization pages on Facebook are open for comments, which in turn can lead to 

unwanted comments, critique, and aggressiveness. Both Lina Karanikas at WWF and 

Ingrid Holmberg at Doctors Without Borders, underline the importance of having a 

readiness towards these kinds of incidents. Since all posts and comments on the 

Facebook page can get the same spread, Lina Karanikas at WWF, demonstrates the 

importance of acting fast to cope with the situation. However, she says that since the 

pros are bigger than the cons, WWF is still present on Facebook. Nevertheless, the Head 

of Communication at WWF, Anna Bodlund, also noted the same potential problem with 

social media and added that the Facebook page has been under constant supervision 



 

during a period to avoid incidents and even personal threats. This will further be 

evolved in the section ‘Two-way communication and feedback’. 

 

As previously mentioned in ‘Targeting on social media’, tonality in messages might 

vary between media channels. Ingrid Holmberg, social media responsible at Doctors 

Without Borders says that the organization has to “symbolize or communicate through a 

personal tone” on Facebook. Lina Karanikas, campaign officer at WWF, also says that 

the tonality on their Facebook page is different from the one on the website. 

Furthermore, Robert Höglund at Doctors Without Borders says that the communication 

differs in the expressions and how to convey a message. He emphasizes the importance 

of not posting an article on Facebook which is intended for the pressroom on the 

website and continues, in order to post it on Facebook, it has to be formulated in a more 

interesting and personal way. Also Anna Bodlund, Head of Communication at WWF, 

agrees and says that there is a difference between communication on Facebook and on 

the web page. She argues that the tone has to be positive on Facebook, “we are 

supposed to speak about bad things but we perhaps do it in a ‘sliiightly’ more cautious 

way on Facebook since there is a tendency that it becomes very agitated feelings, there, 

which can be very hard to handle.”  

 

Robert Höglund at Doctors Without Borders, says that the goals of the organization, 

which among others are to inform and increase the knowledge of humanitarian crises, 

can be achieved through communication on Facebook. Even though Doctors Without 

Borders communicate their stories on Facebook, they do post little numerical 

information on the Facebook page. If they do, it is included in posts with stories from 

the field or where field workers are pictured (Picture 3). What Robert Höglund also 

stated, is that they do not post salaries and such unless they get a question or comment 

about it, on which they reply openly. WWF on the other hand, uses Facebook as a 

channel for informing, as can be seen in Picture 2, where WWF describes where the 

extinct mountain gorillas live and give information about the project. They use the page 

to educate, giving numerical information about species they are working with.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Picture 2. Where do 

the mountain 

gorillas live? (Facebook, 2013a) 

 

 
Picture 3. Mimansa blogs from Syria (Facebook, 2013b) 

 

As the organizations get more and more followers on Facebook, a question emerged 

whether the NPOs follow other organizations on Facebook to keep posted. The answer 

to this question differed between the organizations. At WWF, Lina Karanikas, says that 

they follow organizations that are relevant to their work field and their collaborators but 



 

they do not follow sector colleagues in Sweden. At Doctors Without Borders, Ingrid 

Holmberg says that they do not follow other organizations on Facebook and she 

believes that it is not common among organizations.   

 

4.3.3 Other social media 
One of the other mentioned social medias is Twitter, which both organizations use. On 

Twitter, Doctors Without Borders had posted 1.664 ‘tweets’ to 4.845 followers on the 

18th of April 2013, and were following 2.290 people and organizations (Twitter, 2013b). 

WWF had on the same date posted 1.488 ‘tweets’ to 3.072 followers and were 

following 393 people and organizations (Twitter, 2013c). Lina Karanikas at WWF says 

that Twitter is used as a pressroom rather than to communication to donors. Both WWF 

and Doctors Without Borders state that Twitter is a medium frequently used by 

professionals, politicians, and journalists. Consequently, the so-called ‘tweets’, or short 

updates, by the organizations on Twitter are adapted to a professional audience. Ingrid 

Holmberg at Doctors Without Borders replies in a follow-up email that the organization 

follows other people on Twitter because of the possibilities of sending personal 

messages to politicians, journalists, and other collaborators. Anna Bodlund, Head of 

Communication at WWF, argues that the organization could be more active on Twitter 

since they have several people from the staff who want to speak out, with certain 

expertise etc. Although, the need for resources and to establish a policy for ‘twittering’ 

is of essence before the organization can further develop Twitter as a professional 

communication channel, she says.  

 

Instagram, an image sharing social medium, is only used by Doctors Without Borders of 

the two organizations. Doctors Without Borders are fairly new on this social media and 

are just starting to develop Instagram as a channel. It was only in January 2013 that 

Doctors Without Borders joined Instagram and by 15th of April 2013 they had 337 

followers. Ingrid Holmberg, social media responsible at Doctors Without Borders, says 

that they are not as active on Instagram as on Facebook, but are posting about three 

times a week. Ingrid Holmberg argues that Instagram is not intended to be used in the 

same way as Facebook. Even though it is updates from fieldwork on both channels, 

Instagram, she says, is a more narrow channel, with followers specifically interested in 

photography. In opposition, WWF notes that the biggest reasons why they are not on 



 

Instagram are the lack of resources and the lack of usefulness. For the moment, both 

Lina Karanikas and Anna Bodlund at WWF state that Facebook is a sufficient tool for 

sharing images but, Anna Bodlund notes, they are continuously looking at Instagram 

whether or not to join. 

 

4.3.4 Two-way communication and feedback 
As stated on Facebook’s web page, Facebook aims to “give people the power to share 

and make the world more open and connected.” (Facebook, 2013d). In the long run, 

being on social media and creating a dialogue with donors will potentially lead to a 

donation, according to Robert Höglund. “We get attention and people get a stronger 

relationship to us which is good for fundraising and recruitment, too. It’s more about 

people seeing us and interact with us and feel that we are, like, present, so that they later 

can donate a gift and spread some important message”, he says. 

WWF stated that they want to capture the opportunity of social media to develop a 

dialogue with their donors. 

 

“And then we want to have a dialogue, an open dialogue, so that's why 
we're trying to engage more and more in social media. To create, to have 
a platform where they can come up with ideas, opinions, questions. And 
for us, to be able to participate faster, to discuss and communicate. It's 
really important for us” 

 
Anna Bodlund, WWF 

 

The goal to engage in social media is not obtaining an actual number of followers, but 

rather the dialogue stemming from the conversations with the followers, says Anna 

Bodlund at WWF. However, she points out that engaging in too sensitive discussions on 

Facebook can easily stir up emotions amongst donors. The situation during one of 

WWF’s biggest campaigns, Earth Hour, a global campaign where people are asked to 

switch off the lights during one hour as a statement towards sustainable living was 

especially complicated. During this episode, Anna Bodlund says, external people 

inflicted in the online commentary threads posting “irrelevant comments” with personal 

attacks. In that case it is important to reply to comments and messages as fast and as 

constructive as possible. Both Ingrid Holmberg at Doctors Without Borders and Lina 



 

Karanikas at WWF argue that the importance is to reply quickly, even if you do not 

have a specific risk strategy or social media crisis strategy.  

 

Although a dialogue can lead to followers openly expressing negative thoughts about 

the organization, Lina Karanikas states that “All feedback is good, both the positive and 

the negative”. Hanna Broberg at Doctors Without Borders says, “It [feedback] has 

increased a lot due to social media, where we get a direct feedback to the posts we 

make”. Doctors Without Borders also faced heavy critique from a follower on 

Facebook, arguing that Doctors Without Borders use ‘colonial communication’, 

meaning having many white fieldworkers in pictures, with an implication of the “Rich 

West saving the Third World”. Thanks to this feedback, Doctors Without Borders can 

adapt their communication to what is working and what is not, says Robert Höglund. 

Ingrid Holmberg says that Doctors Without Borders nowadays tries to think of who they 

put in the pictures. The feedback they get is however mostly positive. “I would say it is 

very rare that someone calls us just to express his or her opinion. In that case it is more 

on Facebook, but even there it is mostly questions and in terms of opinions it is more 

like: ‘you’re angles’ ”, Robert Höglund says and giggles.  

 

4.3.5 Resources 
Even though Facebook is argued to be an efficient tool for communication, both 

organizations state the need to put enough resources, primarily staff, to the task. Both 

WWF and Doctors Without Borders each put about one half-time employee on the task 

of acting as a social media responsible, where ‘Facebooking’ is the main task. Doctors 

Without Borders has, as opposed to WWF, a designated social media responsible on 

Facebook, Ingrid Holmberg. Her tasks include researching and writing updates, posting 

pictures and in particular, replying to commentaries and messages sent by followers. At 

WWF, the overall responsibility for social media is held by communication responsible, 

Anna Bodlund. However, despite a very high presence in social media, WWF does not 

have a designated Facebook responsible, or a so-called Community Manager, but rather 

allows experts to reply to messages and questions. However, Lina Karanikas says that 

placing a specific person on the post is something the organization is looking into.  

 



 

However, following the flux of interactivity with the accurate amount of resources in 

staff can be challenging. During campaigns and heavy attention in other media 

channels, Anna Bodlund at WWF says that resources put on Facebook management can 

amount up to three full time employees. Managing resources on Facebook is also 

connected to the number of followers, she says and “The more people following us, the 

more resources we must add”.  

 

“Where is that limit which we feel we can handle, the amount of resources 
we can add, where we feel we actually have the power to choose whether 
to handle or not to handle [certain issues], where we feel that we have the 
power over the channel so that the channel does not have power over us? 
It is definitely something to think about but it is also related to our level of 
ambition. Do we want to be dialogue based, do we want to be present, 
answer [questions] and actually educate and support people, then we have 
to add resources. Alternatively you just drop everything and let people talk 
without our presence but that is not really our thing”  

 
Anna Bodlund, WWF 

 

Concerning campaigns and monetary resources put in viral communication, Robert 

Höglund at Doctors Without Borders comments on a video posted by Doctors Without 

Borders on YouTube, Facebook and the web page. The video regarded fighting AIDS, 

with famous Swedish actress Alexandra Rapaport as the main character. Robert 

Höglund explained that this campaign was only broadcasted online. However, he noted 

that such productions can be costly and because of this, the risks are often too high to go 

just online. He notes that it is hard to know exactly what will work online, what will 

spread fast and means that it is better to have a general plan, and use different medias 

rather than only go for online communication.  

 

 

 

  



 

4.4 Emotional communication 
 

“We really want a personal relationship to them [donors], that they feel 
that there really are persons behind these updates” 

 
Ingrid Holmberg, Doctors Without Borders 

 

Ingrid Holmberg, social media responsible at Doctors Without Borders, argues that she 

needs to be personal when communicating on Facebook, as was mentioned briefly in a 

previous section. However, when the organization writes and publishes press releases, 

she says, they need to use a formal tone. She argues that it is probably easier for donors 

to understand the information if it is personal, “if it feels as it is a friend who writes 

something rather than a formal organization”. Doctors Without Borders continuously 

publish reports from fieldwork. These reports are published on the web page, in blogs, 

and shorter stories are posted on Facebook or on Twitter. 

 

“It happens far away, far from one’s own life. But if it’s a patient, a 
woman, where there is a name and a picture and says that she has 
tuberculosis, then we can understand it much more than just if there is a 
report that says that tuberculosis has increased. So we really try to make it 
personal to keep the confidence." 
 

     Ingrid Holmberg, Doctors Without Borders 
 

If people are able to get a personal connection to the things happening in the world 

instead of just seeing numbers and facts, Ingrid Holmberg at Doctors Without Borders, 

argues that it is the emotional and personal kind of material that works best in the non-

profit sector. Furthermore, Robert Höglund at Doctors Without Borders commends the 

work that Ingrid Holmberg does and says that it benefits all departments in the 

organization and also makes people gain a stronger relation to the organization. He 

continues to argue that it is crucial to interact and feel that the organization is present. 

This facilitates fundraising and recruitment to the NPO.  

 

4.4.1 Reporting from the field 
Doctors Without Borders have a high number of “on-the-field” reports on their web 

page, in a newspaper style. These reports are written by field workers, telling the web 



 

page visitors about the daily work and challenges of the field workers. Hanna Broberg 

at Doctors Without Borders says that the organization always presents field workers in 

their communication, “they are actually the ones that can say what it’s like and that the 

donors money actually does contribute and makes a difference. And what they [the 

fieldworkers] actually do and experience.” Potential donors frequently commented the 

reports during the interviews. According to a student at Sodertorn University, the 

reports give a serious impression (Person B). Another person (Person D) stated, “A blog 

on the web page is fun but I would like to have more information about the overall 

work. It is easy to see what they do and it gives an opportunity to deepen [knowledge]”. 

A person commented on the news layout of the reports. “It feels very informative [...] A 

bit like a news site” (Person G19).  

 

Just as Doctors Without Borders, WWF also posts reports on the website. The content 

in the reports is to some extent similar, where both NPOs speak of the situation at hand, 

giving the donor information about the campaigns and the happenings they want to 

share. However, the reports by WWF are of a slightly more functional character than the 

reports by Doctors Without Borders. WWF speaks more about the situation, while 

Doctors Without Borders also tries to engage in more personal commitment to the 

donors by writing short stories from the field. 

 

4.4.2 Pictures in communication 
Both investigated organizations use pictures both on the web page and on Facebook to 

communicate. During the interviews with the organizations we showed them two 

pictures from their respective Facebook pages and asked them about the reason they 

chose them and the thought behind the chosen picture. When talking to potential donors, 

we showed the web sites and asked the donors to comment on the feelings and 

impression these web sites gave them. Following, we present some of the strongest 

reactions to the pictures and respective websites of the organizations.  

 

                                                        
19 Person G – Anonymous interview at Linkoping University. Interview 27th of March 
2013.   
 



 

The first picture (Picture 4) that we showed the interviewees at WWF was a picture of a 

baby elephant. Both Anna Bodlund and Lina Karanikas at WWF said that these kinds of 

pictures are supposed to evoke emotions, or as Lina says, “evoke an emotional 

commitment”. Anna Bodlund states that they use these kinds of pictures in order to 

make people see the beauty of animals that the organization is struggling to rescue and 

protect. WWF wants to spread hope about the future, which was confirmed by a 

potential donor stating that the impression of the webpage was “Hope for life” (Person 

H20). Furthermore, Anna Bodlund says it is about creating a positive atmosphere about 

the work they do. Adding to that, she says, “but you can not only post these kind of 

pictures because it would become very ‘cuddly-cute’, but still, there is a reason, it 

speaks to people’s hearts”.  

 

“You give with your heart and not with the brain” 
 

Hanna Broberg, Doctors Without Borders 
 

 
Picture 4. Baby elephant (Facebook, 2013c)21  

                                                        
20 Person H - Anonymous interview at Linkoping University. Interview 27th of March 
2013.  
21 The text in Picture 4 translates: “Stop the illegal animal trade” and “This year, 
thousands of baby elephants will become orphans” 



 

The second picture that the interviewees at WWF were shown is a picture of an elephant 

skeleton (Picture 5). Anna Bodlund at WWF states that the organization does usually 

never show these kinds of pictures but in this case they saw no other choice. With this 

campaign, she says, they had to show the seriousness of poaching, how the animals are 

slaughtered just for the sake of their ivory, in order to make jewelry and medicines, 

which do not work. She continues with, “this [picture] evokes discomfort, and it is 

supposed to”. However, she says that a picture like this is never posted alone. They 

always do a follow up and show the possibilities and opportunities to stop and change 

the situation at hand. Furthermore, she says that this was a very special campaign and 

probably one of the strongest campaigns they have ever had, and it was a successful 

one. To the success of the campaign she says: 

 

“It connected the communicative work with fundraising and we got so 
much support to stop the poaching, but we also got a lot of communicative 
support in form of signatures to influence the politicians to stop the trade 
with ivory so it was a very successful campaign.” 

Anna Bodlund, WWF 
 

  
Picture 5. Elephant skeleton - the backside of poaching (Facebook, 2013d) 

 

Using sensitive pictures in communication are used to a very little extent at WWF says 

Anna Bodlund. This also shows in the potential donor’s impression of the web site. The 



 

following pictures (Picture 6, Picture 7) are print screens from WWFs web page, shown 

to the potential donors. One person said, “It is the text that makes you want to click 

forward and not the pictures. If they would want to get more attention they would have 

to have better pictures, pictures that pop, and that tell a story” (Person B). 

 

“The pictures are not as strong [as Doctors Without Borders]. There is no 
picture that shows why WWF should receive a donation, you have to keep 
on clicking. It doesn’t attract any attention” 
 

(Person I22) 
 

What is further notable in the case of WWF is that their fundraising site 

(Insamlingsportalen) is located on an external site. This site is a lot more interactive 

with pictures and easy to navigate on. However, since it is a separate webpage we did 

not include it when asking the donors of their opinion. In a follow-up email from WWF 

we asked about the reason for the separation, where they explained that the 

functionalities of the new page did not match the existing format. Hence, the separation 

is a technical solution rather than a communicative decision. 

 

 
Picture 6. Home I (WWF, 2013a) 

                                                        
22 Person I – Anonymous interview at Sodertorn University. Interview 19th of March 
2013. 



 

 

 
Picture 7. Home II (WWF, 2013a) 

 

The interviewees at Doctors Without Borders were also shown two pictures, where the 

first one is a picture of an surgery tent in the field (Picture 8). Robert Höglund at 

Doctors Without Borders, starts by saying that the choice of pictures always depends on 

the pictures they have at hand but it is also about the photo quality. He continues with, 

“this felt more urgent and describes what we do”. Furthermore, Ingrid Holmberg, social 

media responsible at Doctors Without Borders says that she tries to post pictures that are 

not perfect and polished, perhaps a fieldworker has taken a picture and therefore it is a 

bit blurry. She emphasizes that it is important that the picture actually shows the reality 

and therefore it is even an advantage if the picture is not perfect. In this picture there is a 

Swedish nurse that the organization has written a lot about and Ingrid Holmberg says 

that those who have followed their work on Facebook probably even recognize her.  



 

 

 
Picture 8. Tent surgery in Syria (Facebook, 2013e)23 

 

The second picture shown to the interviewees at Doctors Without Borders is the picture 

of a boy with an amputated foot (Picture 9). Both Ingrid Holmberg and Robert Höglund 

at Doctors Without Borders say that the pictures they post symbolize hope. None of 

them recognize this picture (Picture 9), even though Doctors Without Border posted the 

image on their Facebook page, and Ingrid Holmberg notes that this picture is very dark 

and dehumanizing. She further states that if you use a picture like this, it is required to 

have an explanatory text combined with the picture, otherwise it becomes wallowing in 

suffering. Next to the picture, there was a text explaining how the boy was injured and 

the reason he needed to amputate the foot, giving the donor more information about the 

specific story and how the money is contributing.  

                                                        
23 The text in the Picture 8 translates “Donate a gift to Syria. We are now appealing for 
your help to continue saving lives in Syria”) 



 

 

 
Picture 9. The boy with an amputated foot (Facebook, 2013f) 

 

As with WWF, we showed the potential donors, Doctor Without Borders web page 

(Picture 10, Picture 11). As mentioned earlier, during our research, the organization 

changed the picture on the front page of the website, which is why we divided the 

sections into two. During the first round the Home page pictures shows a doctor and a 

mother with her child in a hospital in Syria. This picture was also found on the 

Facebook page for a campaign of text message gifts for the organization’s work on site. 

The site primarily gave strong emotional reactions:  

 

 
 
“The picture evokes sympathy and you pay attention to the campaign” 
 

(Person I) 
 



 

Another person emphasized the importance of humanitarian aid, and reacted by strongly 

emphasizing the need for action.  

 

“It shows that humanitarian aid is important and that a lot of shit is going 
on in the world. It shows that help is needed and makes you reflect on the 
world order and why we conduct war”      
                                                                                                                        

                                                                                (Person D) 
 

The second round of donors were shown Picture 11. In this case, the organization had 

changed the Home page picture to an article and a picture treating medicine and 

tuberculosis. The picture shows a hand holding medicine. In this case, there were no 

actual people pictured. The focus was rather on the medicine. 

 
“You feel a bit sick of this web page. It is more shocking than WWF, which 
gives you a bad feeling. The colors and everything else feels sad, but it’s a 
bit hard to know what is actually pictured in the image” 

(Person H) 
 

One person noted that it “looks like a biotech company that is doing research. I don’t 

want to keep on clicking on this web page” (Person F). 

 

For the impression of the site in general, many noted the strictness of the page and 

connected the page to news sites and such. Certain persons noted that the pictures on 

Doctors Without Border’s site feel overused. “You are just so used to these kinds of 

pictures, they are on the news, TV, and in newspapers all the time” (Person A). Another 

donor agrees and says that the picture is very similar to other pictures shown in media, 

and not so focused on doctors (Person B). Regarding the general impression of the site, 

two persons noted the strictness of the page, but also emphasized the importance of 

adding pictures to evoke interest. One said that the web site is “Not so flashy, a bit dry 

(...) The font is rather boring and old fashioned” says one potential donor (Person C), 

and adds that what is missing is more pictures that evoke interest. Another person notes 

that the web page gives a serious impression since it is not so “cluttered” while the 

picture on the home page makes her want to donate (Person B). 



 

 

 
Picture 10. Home I (Läkare Utan Gränser, 2013a) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Picture 11. Home 

II (Läkare Utan 

Gränser, 2013a) 

 

 

 



 

4.4.3 Radical communication 
Both organizations have used more radical pictures in previous campaigns, than their 

policies say that they are supposed to, in order to make a statement. In the fall of 2012, 

WWF had a campaign called the Wildlife Campaign where they posted pictures of the 

dark side of poaching. The pictures mostly consisted of animals that had been 

slaughtered for the sake of their ivory. Picture 5 in the section ‘Pictures in 

communication’ is one of the pictures WWF used in the campaign. However, Lina 

Karanikas continues, the Wildlife Campaign was a bit more exceptional, because the 

“published pictures received considerable attention [...] and it’s clear that the purpose of 

the pictures was to show the brutal reality and how big and growing the problem is 

today so it was to get attention about the horrible situation”. Also, Anna Bodlund, Head 

of Communication at WWF, agrees that the campaign was to show today’s situation and 

continues, “otherwise people would NOT understand how important it is to act”. 

 

In 2007, Doctors Without Borders had a campaign in the capital of Sweden, Stockholm, 

where they had placed coffins for children all over the city in order to show the 

devastating consequences of malnutrition and how a minor donation could contribute to 

save a child’s life. According to Hanna Broberg at Doctors Without Borders, the 

employees at the organization discussed this campaign for a long time before executing 

it. The reactions from the campaign were mostly positive, however there were some that 

reacted strongly to the campaign, as was expected. Hanna Broberg states that “if you 

have seen it [malnutrition] up close and know how important it is, then we will always 

be able to back up a campaign like this because we have seen it in real life”.  

 
“In our imagery we usually use strong pictures, but we try to keep it 
within the limits of what is acceptable and what the public tolerates to see. 
We do not apply scare tactics” 

 
Lina Karanikas, WWF 

 

Both Lina Karanikas at WWF and Ingrid Holmberg at Doctors Without Borders agrees 

that pictures and campaigns that the organization communicates to the public need to 

have a relevance to the problem the organization is fighting. Ingrid Holmberg says that 

the purpose has to be very clear with a radical campaign and “that one may urge people 



 

to change the situation” or show something that people do not know about. At WWF, 

these campaigns are however a matter of judgment each time.  

 

4.5 Functional communication 
4.5.1 Transparency  
Opinions about showing donors numbers, measurements and information about the 

work are somewhat twofold amongst and within the organizations. It is a way to 

enhance transparency, argues Ingrid Holmberg at Doctors Without Borders. 

 

“But we want to tell so that the donors know what’s going on, know where 
the money goes, so that they feel safe with it, that they [the money] really 
is used in a good way. So that’s transparency too” 

 
Ingrid Holmberg, Doctors Without Borders 

 

The question about salaries is a commonly asked question at Doctors Without Borders’ 

Facebook page. Displaying low staff salaries is another way to promote transparency, 

and to show on accuracy of how money is distributed, says Hanna Broberg.  

 
“Just by constantly telling what we are doing, we tell where the money 
goes. Since the largest part of our operations are financed by private 
donors, like, all information about what is happening out in the project is 
supposed to be as concrete as possible, what we are doing, which diseases 
we treat and so on, that is a form of transparency. Then we also have 
information about all the countries we work in, we have Annual Reports 
[...] So it is possible to find all the information you need” 

 
Ingrid Holmberg, Doctors Without Borders 

 

In their FAQ section, WWF displays both how much of the donation that goes to the 

intended purpose, where they also mention the 90-account - that a maximum of 25 

percent goes to administrative costs (WWF, 2013). Hanna Broberg at Doctors Without 

Borders states that displaying low administration costs is something that donors relate to 

when speaking of trust. She also notes that it is important that the information about 

how they handle money is easily accessed on the web page. Robert Höglund also argues 

that it is important that the web page visitor easily can access the information they are 



 

looking for on the web page, but he also notes that when the organization is 

communicating numbers and measurements proactively it can raise certain issues, 

discussed in ‘Numerical goals’.  

 

When asking for the donor’s impression about information on the web pages the 

opinions were twofold. For Doctor Without Borders, one person noted that “Structurally 

the web page is fast and easy to navigate, it feels more right on” (Person H), while 

another person said that “it feels very difficult, and I don’t like the ‘Donate’-section 

very much. It’s hard to see what they do, it’s difficult to navigate on the web page. They 

[Doctors Without Borders] should show more clearly what they do” (Person E). Visitors 

of this page also noted the strictness of the web page, such as “it feels very 

informative”, (Person G), “boring”, “it doesn’t feel interesting graphically” (Person F).  

For WWF, the overall impression also varied amongst people. On one hand some said it 

is “inspiring, filled with life, it’s colorful and alive” (Person C), “modern, good 

information, good pictures” (Person D), “this page makes you happy” (Person H). 

Another person said, “It looks fun, I want to keep on clicking” (Person F). On the other 

hand, people noted that it feels “cluttered, they’re trying to add as much as possible 

which feels difficult to read but in the meantime serious and you can detract good 

information” (Person B), “not personal, strict, not very exciting but maybe gives good 

information (Person J24). Some participants noted the fact that it is easy to access the 

Facebook page (Person G, Person H). Interviewees also noted that it is easy to become a 

member, that button is shown clearly (Person D, Person E). 

 

4.5.2 Numerical goals 
What is also argued to be an important aspect in displaying information is to show 

numerical goals and fulfillment of goals. In the case of Doctors Without Borders, it 

might be to display the number of people cured for a specific disease or the extension of 

the organization’s presence in crises and catastrophes (showed in Picture 12). However, 

displaying this kind of information can have negative side effects. 

 

 

                                                        
24 Person J - Anonymous interview at Sodertorn University. Interview 19th of March 
2013.  



 

“About [numerical] communication to donors and such, I am more of the 
opinion that you should almost forbid it in our communication because it 
is awfully abstract and unemotional. People have no idea about, let’s say, 
well we treated 100.000 mothers something. For people that’s like ‘Well, 
is that good? Is it more than someone else?’ That’s completely abstract so 
I think you do yourself a disservice when you start showing on results by 
talking too much in numbers. It is much better to highlight one person’s 
destiny, like, and to say we are helping, we have, like, big projects that we 
are working on. We are much more personal and emotional than 10.000 
here and 10.000 there”.  
 

Robert Höglund, Doctors Without Borders 
 

Robert Höglund also notes that comparing one activity with another is almost 

impossible, since one operation can be very costly and then you can treat a limited 

amount of people while another operation is less costly where you can operate more 

people.  
 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Picture 12. This is our work (Läkare Utan Gränser, 2013b) 

 

WWF presents few numerical goals and measurements on their web page. A reason for 

this is according to Anna Bodlund that the organization has larger, international goals, 

such as promoting a more sustainable living. The reason why they do not present 

numerical goals for each project is that the projects are too small and that they have 



 

enough information already on the web page, she says. In the meantime, WWF’s 

donor’s request information and results. 

 

“Well, what everybody wants all the time is results, they want to know how 
it goes, so to say, what’s happening. Because sometimes it’s a bit hard, 
because sometimes there are no quick results to mediate on a short term 
so then you have to pick the small stories on the way. So to say, when we 
talk about results it’s like ‘God, that’s good, can we have more?!’” 
 

 Anna Bodlund, WWF 
 

Traditionally, WWF has had a strong culture of classroom education about the 

environment, says Anna Bodlund. However, this is something the organization is doing 

less today. Although, they also point out that knowledge about their work is one of the 

key aspects in communication. From WWF’s web page, publications and reports can be 

downloaded, with thorough information about WWF’s focus areas. An example is the 

‘Save the tiger’ project shown in Picture 13. Donors and visitors can read about the 

tiger, as a species, but there is little information about goals for the WWF project. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Picture 13. Save the tiger (WWF, 2013b) 

 

 



 

When talking about whether donors demand numerical information from Doctors 

Without Borders, Robert Höglund says that it is rather questions like, “‘How big a 

difference does 100 SEK make? [...] And how much of the money is used directly for 

the purpose’ ’”, which is shown in Picture 14 ‘This Is How Your Gift Is Used’. It is also 

something that WWF shows in one of their reports (see Picture 15). In their operation’s 

report you find short information and measurements such as “55 percent switched of the 

light” [during Earth Hour], and “100 SEK equals 4 jobs”. When talking with potential 

donors, information about the donations and the actual work was what was requested 

from the people that experienced that they received too little information from NPOs.  

When asking if information to donors is a way to enhance trust, Robert Höglund says 

that: 

“...once you have crossed this kind of trust barrier, people don’t give a 
damn [in numbers], if they already trust you so to say, then they trust you 
and then they want to know how the money is making a difference, in 
terms of this girl who needs help rather than that they want to hear how 
my money made a difference because it was used for 48 syringes or 12 
plasters” 

 
Robert Höglund, Doctors Without Borders 

 
 

 
  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Picture 14. This is how your gift is used (Läkare Utan Gränser, 2013c) 



 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Picture 15. Report (WWF, 2013c) 

 

 

 

 	  



 

5.	  Analysis	  
This chapter connects the theories used in ‘Theoretical Framework’ with the findings 
from ‘Empirical Framework’ in order to answer to the research questions. The analysis 
includes the major findings from the interconnections displayed in the summarizing 
model ‘Communication for the mission’ and shows examples from the NPOs 
communication practices. Since the theories overlap each other when put into practice, 
the trust and commitment aspects are integrated with functional and emotional 
communication practices. This outline will give a dynamic insight and understanding of 
NPO communication. 
 
 

The aim of this thesis has been to investigate how NPOs are using online 

communication to build long-term relationships with donors. As the basis for our 

research, we found that trust is the key for long-term survival of the NPO. This is why 

we used the concepts from the trust and commitment theories by Morgan and Hunt 

(1994) and MacMillan et al. (2005). Since MacMillan et al’s model initially was 

developed to fit South African NPOs, and hence a different social structure of trust, we 

posed the question whether this model would be applicable to the Swedish case. After 

investigating trust and commitment among Swedish NPOs we found that trust is a key 

factor for long-term relationships. This will be described in detail in the following 

sections.  

 

In order to reply to the first research question ‘How are the NPOs using ICT and social 

media for communicating and building relationships with the donors?’, and notably in 

the aspect of building relationships, we have analyzed if and how the NPOs practice the 

theories of MacMillan et al’s (2005) ‘The fitted model of the NPO’. Furthermore, we 

have integrated the response to the question ‘How do NPOs use functional and 

emotional communication through ICT and social media?’ in order to get a dynamic 

view of the NPOs communication practices. The ‘Theoretical framework’ ended with 

the model ‘Communication for the mission’. The model aimed to describe how the 

theories are interconnected and give the reader a full overview over the used theories. 

After analyzing the theories and the empirical finding, we found nuances between 

theory and practice. Therefore, the model has been further developed in order to align 

the theories with today’s situation for Swedish NPOs.  



 

5.1 Trust and commitment in communication practices 
5.1.1 Trust 

As has been mentioned in theory by multiple scholars, the key aspect is to create trust. 

Trust is the core of all other aspects, which can be seen in the MacMillan et al. (2005) 

model and the elaborated model called ‘Communication for the mission’. The practices 

of trust through communication are further called either functional- or emotional 

communication. 

 

Both according to theory and the fulfilment of the “trust-enhancing” aspects in Morgan 

and Hunts and in MacMillan et al’s models, as well as from empirical research, we have 

found that both WWF and Doctors Without Borders possess a high level of trust. To 

donors, the questions whether they trust NPOs was directed to the whole NPO sector 

and not directly to Doctor Without Borders or WWF. Most people noted that they do 

not demand further information from the NPOs, implicating that the level of functional 

communication is ‘filled’. In the meantime, certain people also noted that they do not 

trust NPOs in general. This may be due to non-opportunistic behavior, as seen in the 

Svenska Dagbladet survey, where 49 percent of the Swedish population noted that they 

at some time have felt tricked by an NPO.  

 

As we have seen, the general level of trust in Sweden is one of the highest in the world. 

This also implies that the perception is that most people are trustworthy, which might 

reflect to the fact that these Swedish NPOs show less functional and trust-enhancing 

information than American, South African and international theory argues for. Since 

functional information aims to increase trustworthiness through transparency there 

might be a lower need for ‘trust-information’ for Swedish NPOs, if the general Swedish 

population is of the opinion that ‘most people are trustworthy’. 

 

Another reason why the investigated organizations use functional communication to a 

very low extent could be that they already have established a very high level of trust and 

do not need to communicate more trust through tangible information. Why this level of 

trust has arisen is difficult to point out, and is not something we aim to investigate, but 

the seniority of the organizations in the sector is certainly of importance. Instead the 



 

organizations use emotional communication to attract new donors and to evoke empathy 

in donors, which also can lead to turn single donors into monthly donors. Recurring 

donations, is as noted, key in the NPOs strive for survival. Single donations would only 

be worthwhile in crisis situations.  

 

5.1.2 Non-opportunistic behavior and non-material benefits 
Both non-opportunistic behavior and non-material benefits regard how donors perceive 

the NPO’s usage of the donation. Non-opportunistic behavior refers to the benevolence 

of the NPO and that the donors do not feel as they have been taken advantage of. Non-

material benefits refer to the perception of the donor, that the donation is used 

efficiently and benefitting the intended target group. Non-opportunistic behavior and 

non-material benefits are often communicated in similar ways. It is usually shown in the 

structure of the organization, for example showing on a high number of volunteers, low 

salaries, and administration costs, which are something Doctors Without Borders have 

received positive attention for, through Facebook and on their web page. WWF on the 

other hand is not as prone to displaying the numerical goals of the organization on their 

Facebook page. However, they say that the information can be found at their website, 

which after careful investigation was found in the FAQs on the website.   

Waters et al. (2009) stated that providing transparency and openness to stakeholders, or 

in this case donors, can work as a strategy based on disclosure, which we have denoted 

functional communication. The investigated organizations agree that functional 

communication is about enhancing transparency, but it is however not the focus of their 

communicated information to donors. It is rather regarded as a static factor. Doctors 

Without Borders even argue that the less numbers presented, the better. As was 

mentioned earlier, the information can be accessed but it is not something the 

organizations post frequently on their Facebook pages. However, some donors stated 

that, generally, they demand functional communication and want to know how the 

donated money is being used. At Doctors Without Borders they mention that questions 

regarding salaries and administration fees do emerge on the Facebook page from time to 

time and since they can be honest and show that the costs are kept at a lower level, the 

trustworthiness of the organization is kept.  

 



 

 

In ‘Theoretical framework’ we mentioned an indication to why a donor stopped 

donating, which was due to lack of trust in the NPO. This can also be confirmed by our 

empirical findings. After the scandal with the Red Cross some years ago, donors did not 

see the organization as trustworthy and stopped donating – the donors had been exposed 

to non-opportunistic behaviour. Instead many of the former donors of the Red Cross 

started to donate to Doctors Without Borders. This shows how important it is to keep 

the trust among donors and have trustworthy reports that show how the money is being 

spent.  

 
5.1.3 Shared values 
Shared values means aligning the NPOs goals and mission with the donors’ interests. 

Theory states that social media can work as a platform to share the organization's 

values, beliefs, and interests and that it is therefore important that the channel 

corresponds to the overall strategies of the organization and values of donors.  

 

Doctors Without Borders key messages were argued to be a medical, humanitarian, 

active and personal organization. The fact that they are an action taking, humanitarian 

organization is shown when using pictures of urgency in their communication, and off 

course pictures connected to medicine and treatment. WWF are said to work with nature 

preservation in crises but also on a long-term basis, and educating people about the 

nature and animals. In accordance with Hartmann (2005) on green branding, WWF aims 

to find an emotional bond between the human and “the Nature” which will enhance the 

identification between the donor and the NPO (Boenigk & Helmig, 2013). The fact that 

they also work with animal preservation is an implication to promote emotional values 

in communication through pictures on animals and so forth, rather than functional 

numbers. WWF’s key value is to spread the message of being hopeful about the future. 

Donors confirmed WWFs values of hope when looking through their web page which 

was expressed with vivid pictures and colors, which shows that WWFs value 

communication has been successful thanks to emotional communication.  

 

One of Doctors Without Borders main objectives is to ‘bear witness’. The 

organizational goals are hence reflected in their activities, especially in the reporting 



 

section where they tell the donors about the actual fieldwork. The field reports are one 

of Doctors Without Borders main communication tools. The fact that Doctors Without 

Borders took off as a collaboration between doctors and reporters working in crisis 

situations might indicate why the organization uses reports, or “news updates” from the 

fieldwork. Even though theory states that shared values are communicated through 

emotional communication practices, and that Doctors Without Borders underline the 

personality in their reports where the individual is at center, the potential donors 

perceived the field reports as functional or informative reports. At first glance the 

reports seem to be purely informative reports. However, when reading them it becomes 

clear that it is rather stories about specific persons and situations aiming at evoking 

feelings of empathy. In this aspect, Doctors Without Borders have successfully adapted 

an emotional message in a trust enhancing, functional ‘packaging’. In the meantime, the 

reports may in fact be misleading to the donors if they are expecting ‘hard facts’ which 

in turn can risk decreasing trust. Comparing WWF’s communication with Doctors 

Without Borders’ communication, we found that WWF’s communication focuses more 

on telling about their key areas, about species, about extinction, and its’ effects rather 

than what they actually do, and use a rather functional reporting method in comparison 

to Doctor Without Borders.  

 

A reason why the organizations differ in reporting system could be the difference in 

values. WWF could be regarded as an organization working with long-term 

development and sustainability at the core. Their inheritage of strong educational 

traditions indicates their focus on proactive work and information. Doctors Without 

Borders on the other hand, is an active organization, working in crisis situation with 

hands-on activities. This shows at fundraising level and in the values of being an action 

taking organization. Note that this is from the donors’ perspective. What is not to be 

disregarded is Doctor Without Borders lobbying work and their connection to 

journalists and politicians, where Twitter is a key communication tool.  

 

Stride and Lee (2007) state that when the organization and the donor share the same 

values, emotional communication is the key to spreading the mission of the NPO. 

Aligning the organization’s overall values, goals and strategy to it’s online 

communication practices works as a support for communication in general and deepens 



 

the relationship with donors (MacMillan et al., 2005; Hallahan, 2008). In social media, 

both organizations use primarily emotional communication to spread their mission and 

values. The organizations argued that the messages on social media need to be fit to the 

general activities and values of the organization. Even if WWF and Doctors Without 

Borders are very much ahead of other NPOs and organizations in social media 

communication, there is no actual policy or established strategy to align with the overall 

strategy, mission, and organizational values. A reason why there is no elaborated policy 

could be that the organizations are still in the development phase of using social media 

for communication. As Robert Höglund says, most of what they do is actually trial and 

error. What regards other social media (Twitter, Instagram, YouTube), there is almost 

no knowledge- or policy development. However, as the NPOs social media channels are 

growing and they intend to continue using it, it could indicate the urge to develop 

policies. The policies would alleviate the organization when it has to deal with 

consequences from engaging in social media and to show that they are engaged in 

Internet ethics.  

 

5.1.4 Communication 
Since this thesis investigates communication, the concept of communication from 

MacMillan et al’s (2005) model will receive extra attention. Once again, it will be 

divided to functional and emotional communication. 

 

 Doctors Without Borders state that their communication needs to be reliable and 

trustworthy, which is the reason why they only present pictures from the actual place of 

fieldwork. An example of this is the picture from the surgery tent in Syria (Picture 8). 

The picture could have been taken anywhere, however, Doctors Without Borders 

emphasize the authenticity of the published pictures. Trustworthiness in communication 

is also emphasized by Morgan and Hunt (1994), where they show the importance of 

relationship building with donors. According to theory, communication should include 

both emotional and functional aspects. However, after research we have found that the 

organizations mainly use emotional communication. Why is that and how does this 

relate to trust and donations?  

 



 

Functional communication 
The most important information that will establish trust, such as administration cost, 

low salaries, and level of volunteers (non-material benefits) (MacMillan et al, 2005) are 

displayed on both organizations’ web pages. However, at the Facebook pages of 

respective organization, there is barely any functional information posted. According to 

empirical research, the NPOs chose to use as little functional communication as 

possible. WWF says that they could have displayed more information but they argue 

that the goals are too small project wise. In the meantime, they say that donors often 

positively receive results. Doctors Without Borders says that the less numbers you 

present, the better. Whether the potential donors have received enough information is 

two-fold, some say that they require more information, however, the majority says that 

they already have enough information. The potential donors would appreciate more 

information about the fieldwork and stories from the organizations, rather than just 

tangible numbers. Ingrid Holmberg at Doctors Without Borders said, “Just by 

constantly telling what we are doing, we tell where the money goes”. Is this kind of 

information enough? Even though donors would appreciate more information about how 

the donated money is being spent, they seem to still feel that they get enough 

information about it. Therefore, it could be explained as if the minimum level of 

information given is obtained, however, the donors would still appreciate more 

information from the NPOs. The indication of this is that even though the NPOs do not 

post functional communication in numbers they still talk about the campaigns and their 

purpose, showing the donors, in a way, where the money goes. It may be due to this that 

the NPOs in this thesis do not post as much functional communication to donors as 

emotional communication. By constantly writing about the campaigns and their 

activities, they seem to feel as if they are sharing enough tangible information with 

donors, while still keeping it more personal than just showing numbers and statistics. 

However, the question remains whether this ‘grey zone’ is enough for donors, since 

they still seem to want more information. Whether the donors require more information 

or if they simply would appreciate more information is not something that this thesis 

has not focused on, but it could be an indication for future research. 

 



 

Emotional communication and commitment 

Both NPOs state that they have started using social media to create a dialogue with 

donors. Saxton and Guo (2011) state that creating a dialogue with donors gives the NPO 

a possibility to attach to the person behind the giving process and create a more personal 

bond. Ingrid Holmberg, social media responsible at Doctors Without Borders also says 

that it is what works best in the non-profit sector. Through Facebook the NPO can 

engage the donor and make him or her feel as they are part of something important, 

which could indicate that the donor wants to maintain the relationship to the NPO. What 

is of ambiguity is whether the interactivity with the donors leads to the high 

trustworthiness of the NPOs. Ingrid Holmberg always signs her posts with her first 

name, giving the posts a more personal touch. Doctors Without Borders are also 

showing pictures and stories from well-known field workers of the organization, which 

the followers can recognize from previous campaigns and pictures. It becomes very 

clear that Facebook is used in a relationship building purpose. A reason why this is so is 

that social media is actually created for networking, interactivity, and communication 

between people. Creating a dialogue is also a way to make the donor feel as a part of 

something important in the strive for something good, which can be denoted as 

emotional commitment. 

 

Hartmann (2005) says that it is usually about displaying pictures, stories, and concepts 

that speak to our personal beliefs rather than to our realistic cognition of giving. People 

give with the heart and not with the brain, as Hanna Broberg said at Doctors Without 

Borders. Both WWF and Doctors Without Borders use pictures in their communication, 

on the website and on the Facebook page, which is an approach to emphasize emotional 

communication. The pictures that are used on Facebook are chosen to evoke emotional 

attachment and hope. Compared to more descriptive pictures, the pictures on Facebook 

can for example be picturing an individual (human or animal), to attach a personal bond 

between the donor and the individuals the organizations are protecting, which will lead 

to identification between the donor and the NPO. When showing Doctors Without 

Borders web page to the donors, several people mentioned that the message that the 

displayed pictures of Doctors Without Borders are transmitting is an incentive to 

donate. Strong emotions and reactions were evoked and made the viewer think about the 

problems that the organizations want to discuss. When analyzing the web pages, colors 



 

were proven to have an effect on the emotional attachment to the organization. Donors 

noted that WWF, with livelier colors and ‘softer’ pictures communicated hope about 

life, while Doctors Without Borders web page was perceived as colder, more strict and 

powerful in the sense that they use strong colors such as red and black.  

 

Emotional communication is used for creating a personal bond and attachment, 

emotional commitment, to the organization. Emotional communication, which is 

directed to both existing and potential donors, often works as an entrance for a donor to 

a relationship with the organization. This implies that emotional commitment precedes 

trust. The organization first needs to penetrate the emotional barrier, and when the 

relationship is created they can start building trust. As noted, emotional communication 

must be aligned with the organization’s values and activities if it is at any level used to 

implement trust. 
 

 
Figure 5. Emotional commitment 

Further follows the elaboration of ‘Communication for the mission’ where we added 

arrows from communication to shared values and non-opportunistic behavior, since 

communication cannot stand alone. Communication needs to integrate values and non-

opportunistic behavior in order to work efficiently. What should be considered is the 

fact that communication alone cannot increase or build trust on a long-term basis, but 

needs to be integrated with the organization’s practices of non-opportunistic behavior. 

In order to integrate emotional communication to how trust is developed, we have 

reinforced the way emotional commitment is developed, from Figure 4, presented 

earlier. 

 



 

 

 
Figure 6. Communication for the mission (elaborated) 

 

5.2 Social media communication 
Since this thesis aims to explore communication through social media, we present our 

focus area: Social Media Communication. What we have found interesting and as a 

contribution to theory is targeting through different social media channels. Our theory is 

illustrated in Figure 7.  

 

The fact that Facebook is a highly efficient tool for communication (Boeder, 2002) was 

both confirmed and contradicted after empirical investigations. First, enough resources 

need to be applied in order to cope with feedback. Second, the organizations state that it 

is hard, if not impossible, to know what works and what does not work, i.e. attain high 

viral dispersion. This has given rise to a trial-and-error approach to social media 

communication. On the other hand, the awareness of the impact of social media and its 



 

reach was commented in empirics. The statement ‘Facebook has not reached its 

potential for fundraising by far’ made by Robert Höglund at Doctors Without Borders, 

shows that there is a lot more to learn in order to use Facebook efficiently.  

 

The fact that there are people following the organizations without being active donors is 

a true opportunity for future donations. This means that the follower openly expresses 

his or her sympathy to the organization, and with a successful implementation of a 

campaign, the followership can be turned into a donation. A reason why a non-donor 

follows the NPO on Facebook is probably because they share the same interests and 

values. Even if they are not current donors due to various reasons e.g. personal 

economy, they can become donors in the future. Therefore, keeping the NPO close and 

being reminded of it in the everyday life, could end up in a long-term relationship in the 

future. This aspect is linked to donors’ identification with the NPO, where Facebook, as 

a tool for dialogue is key in long-term relationships and commitment. Saxton and Guo 

(2011) even argued that NPOs lack creating a dialogue with stakeholders, which we can 

reject after the investigating these two NPOs. 

 

Furthermore, Facebook is a tool through which the NPO can have control on what is 

published. This aspect of control is compared to control for example in a magazine, 

where the external editor decides what to publish or not. On the opposite, the NPO does 

not control responses, commentaries and other information that the followers are 

posting.  

 

According to theory, television commercials for aid organizations can sometimes have 

negative effects on donor’s perception of the organization’s value. This subject was also 

brought up by Robert Höglund at Doctors Without Borders who said that very costly 

productions are too big of a risk to just focus on one media. This is also reinforced by 

theory, which states that NPOs need to develop creative communication strategies from 

traditional communication advertising. Is social media an opportunity for NPOs to shift 

from regular, expensive communication to more innovative and resource efficient 

online communication?  



 

 

5.2.1 Online Communication Targeting 
As opposed to theory, Facebook is not a way to target a younger audience (Briones et 

al, 2011). On the contrary, our research has shown that Facebook is used to target an 

older audience, and other types of mediums are needed to communicate with a younger 

audience. For example, a platform with games and challenges (Pandaplanet by WWF) 

or Instagram for teenagers and young adults. However, the focus of both WWF and 

Doctors Without Borders is on the Facebook page since it is their largest social media 

channel. The fact that organizations target a young audience, as early as at the age of 10 

years old further shows how NPOs aim at establishing a long-term relationship. To be 

remembered as a ‘childhood memory’ will certainly give effects on the choices he or 

she makes in the future concerning charity. Targeting both children and older people 

(over 60 years old) on social media is, however, specific for the Swedish case and other 

countries at the forefront of ICT development. With a whole population active on social 

media it becomes crucial to use social media as a communication tool. What is however 

of ambiguity concerning ethics is whether the communication platform, Pandaplanet, is 

allowed to target children with their online community. According to Swedish 

Consumers’ Association, children under the age of 15 rather spend their spare time 

surfing online than in front of the television, exposing them to regular advertisement 

(Sveriges konsumenter, 2013). Therefore, WWF should discuss ethics in the creation of 

such an online community.  

In order to display the respective possibilities from segmentation and using different 

channels in online communication for targeting, we have developed Figure 7. The figure 

describes the levels of segmentation (number of target groups) and the different 

channels used in online communication. 

 

Level of segmentation 
The level of segmentation describes whether the organization has identified a high or a 

low number of target groups, which they have decided to reach. Segmentation implies 

different strategies to meet the respective target groups  (Kotler & Zaltman, 1971). By 

acknowledging different target groups, the organization can communicate to each group 

through a more individual approach (Kotler & Zaltman, 1971). Making your target 

group feel acknowledged as an important participant in the strive for good will 



 

strengthen the relationship, which on a long-term basis is essential in non-profit 

management (Morgan & Hunt, 1994). A stronger relationship and an individual contact 

will also lead to an opportunity in establishing an interactive dialogue where the 

organization benefits from feedback from the donor (Persaud, 2009; Saxton & Guo, 

2011).  Especially notable in online communication is the impact of user generated 

content, where the donor is a co-actor in communication and relationship creation. For 

example, it could be discussions held amongst donors and followers on the page, where 

the NPO does not need to interact or to push a message, but where users create the 

actual interactivity themselves.  

 

Number of online communication channels 
In today’s dynamic digital world, the possibilities of online communication are 

increasing thanks to the many different communication channels. The web page has 

been a communication channel for a long time, but today organizations also engage in 

social media, and channels such as Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram. As discussed 

earlier, organizations adapt their communication to the different channels in terms of 

used language, length of messages etc. What could be a real opportunity is to use the 

channels to identify target groups and hence adapt the communication to each target 

group. However, as we have noticed during this research, few organizations have 

elaborated policies to each social media. Since there is an opportunity in a more 

efficient use of social media, efficient targeting due to different user groups and 

dispersion of the organization’s message, adapting channels to target groups is of 

essence in NPO communication strategy. Furthermore, as we also have noted, there is 

not one distinct target group for each social media, except WWF’s Pandaplanet. This 

makes targeting one group through one social media difficult and therefore 

consideration must be taken to the fact that not only the intended target group will be 

reached.  

	  
Positioning the organizations 
Doctors Without Borders states that they have one main target group (older women, 50-

60 years old) and their largest follower-group on Facebook. Their Facebook 

communication is open for the general public, but they do not adapt their language or 

communication to any other specific private donor group other than to their main target 



 

group. This is why Doctors Without Borders is placed on the lower end of ‘Level of 

segmentation’ in Figure 7. Meanwhile, they are active on different social media 

channels. This is why we position Doctors Without Borders on the far right side in the 

figure. Doctors Without Borders states that they engage in several social media channels 

(Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, blogging) and use their web page as a communications 

tool, hence their placement on the right end of ‘Number of communication channels’. 

 

In this research we have found that WWF has multiple target groups; children, adults or 

middle aged, and older people, placing WWF on the upper side of ‘Level of 

Segmentation’. The strategy to meet these groups varies in traditional media, for 

example distributing a magazine to older people instead of using online communication. 

What is notable is WWF’s youth community, ‘Pandaplanet’, a user driven social forum 

where emphasis is on interaction and dialogue between users and between the 

organization and the users. WWF uses fewer channels (Facebook, Twitter, web page) 

than Doctors Without Borders. They are therefore placed on the left part of the ‘Number 

of Communication Channels’. 

 

 
Figure 7. Online communication - Segmentation and Targeting 

 

 



 

Figure 7 has not been developed in order to say that one position or organization is 

better than the other. It is rather about showing the positions of the investigated 

organization and enhancing the situation of the usage of social media channels. The 

higher numbers of communication channels and level of segmentation, the more 

resources have to be used but can also increase the spread of the organizations’ mission. 

On the other hand, having a lower level of segmentation or a lower number of 

communication channels may not be as resource demanding but might limit the spread 

of the organization. 

  

5.3 Risks  
A notable aspect in emotional communication is sensitive and radical campaigns, 

something that both organizations have used. Radical campaigns could be denoted as 

the ‘crown jewel’ of emotional communication since it aims to evoke very strong 

feelings and direct actions as well as a method to overcome heavy medial noise 

(Greenpeace: The Story, 2011). In the meantime, radical campaigns have led to strong 

reactions and negative feedback. Negative feedback on social media can have 

devastating effects if it is not treated consciously. To avoid further negativity, the 

organizations need sufficient resources to be able to reply quickly to the comments. 

Certain commentaries might be eliminated completely if it includes threats or other. 

Meanwhile, negative feedback straight directed to the organization should be treated 

with openness and transparency in order to maintain the trustworthiness.  

 

Furthermore, consideration must be taken to the interactivity and user-generated content 

stemming from social media. When users are given access to openly exchange opinions, 

the organization loses control over the platform, which can have devastating effects. 

The content on the communication platform could be unethical and not something the 

organization stands for, giving the public a different view of the organization. This 

could in turn lead to a drop in trustworthiness. This shows the importance of having 

enough resources to cope with social media, without extracting too much of the 

possessed resources. Therefore, this would indicate a need for a strategic plan for 

NPOs’ use of social media and how to handle the resources.  



 

 
5.4 Opportunities and barriers  
In ‘Theoretical framework’ we summarized the primary opportunities and barriers for 

using ICT and social media in NPO communication. As explained, some of these 

aspects are not valid according to empirical research. Consequently, we present a 

revised version of opportunities and barriers in social media communication. 

 

Table 6. Opportunities and barriers in online communication - functional and 
emotional communication 
 
 
 

Opportunities Barriers 

Social Media 
Management 

• Faster information 
dispersion 

• Efficient use of scarce 
resources 

• Increased number & 
amount of donations 

• Efficient targeting 
• Control 
• Widen the reach & 

spreading the mission 
• Transparency 

• Inconsistency in need of 
staff/resources 

• Gap between ICT strategy 
& overall strategy 

• Policy development 
• Difficulty in reaching one 

specific target group 
• Negative feedback 

Emotional 
Communication 

• Emotional attachment 
through pictures & stories 

• Increased donor 
commitment 

• User generated content 
• Overcoming medial noise 

with radical campaigns 

• Misalignment of NPOs 
values to donors values 

• Medial noise 
•  

 

Functional 
Communication 

• Increased trust through 
transparency 

• Measurability of goal 
attainment 

• Confusion over numbers 
amongst donors 

• Ambiguous goals 
• Misalignment with goals 

 
  



 

5.5 Conclusion 
Generally speaking, emotional communication is the most frequently used strategy 

when NPOs communicate to donors. The NPOs in this thesis seem to be very much 

aware of the fact that the emotional communication has a stronger effect on both 

potential and current donors and hence keeps on focusing on this sort of 

communication. A reason why, is the fact that social media is an “emotional” 

communication and relationship building tool. As noted, Facebook for example, is 

created to actually enhance a dialogue, the very essence of such tools lies within the 

creation of relationships and hence emotions. Both organizations also have an already 

high established level of trust amongst their donors, they say themselves, which might 

imply why they argue that they do not need present trust enhancing information, 

meaning functional communication. 

 

When using and implementing emotional communication, it must be aligned with the 

organization's overall goals and values. Social media is not only about receiving 

publicity or ‘Likes’ as a scoreboard. Since the follower identifies with the organization 

when he or she presses the ‘Like’ button, there must be responsiveness towards the 

individual’s values. 

 

When using strong emotional values in radical campaigns, the NPOs have seen a high 

increase in donations. As opposed to trust-enhancing, long-term relationships, radical 

campaigns are often used in crisis situations or when the NPO needs a fast and large 

sum of donations. Radical campaigns might then imply a trade-off between a large sum 

of money and recurring donations. However, campaigns are also a way to reach new 

donors who can be turned in to monthly donors. A risk, however, when applying heavy 

emotional communication is to stir up too strong feelings which is the reason 

organizations limit themselves in radical campaigns and in the use of strong pictures 

and language. Such feedback can contribute to a very high pressure on resources, which 

can become too great to handle. If NPOs risk facing such negative feedback, why 

should they engage in social media then? Using social media together with a foundation 

of a high level of trust and an alignment to the organization’s goals and values can lead 

to a positive loop of trust and commitment. A positive effect from social media is for 

example an enhancement of democracy in certain regions where Doctors Without 



 

Borders operate, not only through Facebook, but also the local media channels and 

Twitter. In the long run, democratic enhancement and awareness can lead to reduced 

corruption, better living conditions, or a clean environment, which in turn will increase 

and enhance trust of the organization. This shows that communication can increase 

trust. However, the key aspect is that communication is related to the actions, values, 

and goals of the NPO.  

Furthermore, by engaging in more radical campaigns, it may actually be a way for the 

NPOs to penetrate the medial noise and get more media coverage. However, the NPO 

has to be prepared for critique from the public when they use more radical campaigns 

than usual. Only if the campaign is well prepared and carried out, it could successfully 

connect communication with fundraising. 

 

The investigated NPOs in this thesis seem to be going in the direction towards 

exploiting the cost effective resources that social media has to offer. As the interviewees 

also mentioned, engaging in social media is a trial and error process, from which other 

NPOs and similar organizations can relate. The fact that the investigated organizations 

in this thesis have come very far in their usage of social media and hence have managed 

to implement it to their everyday routines is something that will also benefit other NPOs 

in their search for more effective ways of interacting with donors. For example, the fact 

that Facebook is no longer a communication tool to target younger users is a new 

contribution to theory. Targeting an older audience through Facebook is frequently used 

by the investigated NPOs. To stay on the forefront with today’s changes, NPOs and 

other organizations need to keep updated and constantly innovate the usage of 

communication channels. As the social networks are expanding and entering new areas, 

the NPOs have to follow. What in the first place may seem as an unreasonable thought 

might end up as a new cost efficient strategy. 

 

To give a solution to the problem presented initially, how to build relationships through 

online communication, we have investigated two different solutions; functional and 

emotional communication. On one hand, emotional communication is argued to 

enhance trust through emotional attachment, on the other hand it is regarded as too 

shortsighted practice for building relationships. Functional communication is also 

argued to have two-fold effects. On one side, measurable goals are requested and 



 

appreciated by donors. However, donors can only trust this information if they already 

trust the organization in general. In the long run the donors will see that their money 

makes a difference, meaning that functional information is a long-term approach for 

building trust. On the other side, functional information can give rise to problems of 

measurability, manipulation of numbers, and difficulty for donors to put the numbers 

into a larger perspective. The bottomline of how to use social media in this type of 

situations is that openness, transparency, and dialogue - a combination of emotional and 

functional communication - can work as an efficient tool for increased trust, while 

emotional communication alone cannot radically increase trust but is a hygiene factor to 

maintain communication. The key in social media communication is hence emotional 

commitment, direct attention to an urgent matter through pictures and stories. Once the 

attention is gained, and the NPOs have crossed this barrier of emotional attachment, 

they can start building trust on a long-term basis.  

 

The question is now whether this is applicable to all NPOs in Sweden. NPOs with a 

high level of trust amongst their donors can focus on emotional communication to 

recruit more donors and in this way increase donations. Earlier we distinguished the 

organizations between environmental and humanitarian organizations. What was shown 

is that both organizations use emotional communication to create attachment to their 

work. What would be more appropriate is to divide the organizations into short-term 

and action taking organizations and long-term, proactive organizations. Long-term, 

proactive organizations can hence use their work to show on measurable goals and use 

heavier reporting systems, while action taking organizations have a possibility to create 

high emotional attachment through showing on the urgency of their work. However, a 

proactive organization also needs emotional communication to strengthen the emotional 

attachment to the organization while an action taking organization needs to show on 

rigidity through showing numbers and tangible goals. Once an NPO has distinguished 

itself amongst active or proactive organizations it can certainly apply both emotional 

and functional communication through social media. As argued earlier, since social 

media bears very low costs, it is accessible to most NPOs.  

 



 

5.6 For future research 
Throughout this thesis we have encountered certain research related issues. As an 

advice for future research we will first present aspects that are important to notice when 

examining this kind of area. Further on we will give suggestions to new areas to develop 

within non-profit research. 

 

When performing this kind of research, there might be benefits in narrowing the 

research at empirical level. This could be done through aligning the potential donors 

into already existing donors, or finding a group with high brand loyalty, e.g. followers 

on Facebook. A broad perspective opens up for analysis, but there might also be gaps 

when analyzing the potential donors impressions and personal reflections. We also 

recommend narrowing the scope to just one social media since focus can be put during 

interviews on this specific tool, both with the organizations and with the potential 

donors.  

 

The research areas that we found interesting to explore would be, first, resources in 

social media management. A common problem, which NPOs face, is how to handle 

resources in social media. This opens up to more questions, whether there is a limit that 

cannot be crossed in terms of resources and time and the consequence of a very high 

presence in social media. Can the channel become too big to handle? How should they 

handle negative feedback and the need for resources in those cases? 

 

Second, another interesting area to develop would be organizational structure. Both 

organizations are divided in one communications department and one fundraising 

department. In this thesis we have mainly focused on the communication side, but as 

shown, a combination of the two will lead to high efficiency in mission attainment. 

Furthermore, goal alignment between the two departments might also be a way to 

increase efficiency in both fundraising and communication. As we have seen, the 

departments work together in certain aspects, but are there possibilities to develop the 

cooperation, e.g. for Facebook fundraising. On the resource aspect, interviewing people 

with knowledge and insights from both of the sides, cross-learning, and knowledge 

integration for efficient fundraising. 

 



 

Third, other factors for obtaining trust for an NPO are off course possible to explore. 

For example, can the NPO work more with donor engagement or volunteering 

assignments in order to build loyalty? As we have seen, WWF includes a gift when 

becoming a monthly donor. It would be interesting to know the effect on donations and 

on loyalty when the donor receives this gift from the NPO.  

 

The fourth aspect to consider for future research is the NPOs costs for advertising 

through social media. Since the NPOs in this thesis have a lot of followers on their 

Facebook page, they also reach a high spread of their posts. Therefore, future research 

should investigate the possible monetary benefits that social media such as Facebook 

can contribute to. If the NPO has a large amount of followers on Facebook and can 

spread the message to a larger crowd, is there a possibility to use less money on other 

advertising campaigns but without losing donors? 

 

Finally, yet another aspect to investigate is the difference between people’s backgrounds 

and social setting and how it affects the perception of that person. This might be an 

interesting aspect to consider and may also benefit the organizations in their group 

targeting. Therefore, future research should take this aspect into account since it may 

give more information to the kind of communication that should be provided to specific 

target groups, which could make the NPOs communication on social media even more 

efficient. If the NPO understands how the target group perceives communication - 

functional and emotional - they have the possibility of adapting the communication to 

benefit the intended group. 

 

“If we review the last century, we see that a lot of change has taken place 
on this planet. Some changes were positive, while others were negative. 
Anyway, I believe that because of their different experiences, humanity as 
a whole is becoming more mature. I think our minds are more open. Also, 
we have a better awareness of the long-term consequences of our actions, 
including the effect on the ecology. So there is hope for a better future. It 
depends entirely on our actions.” 
 

 Dalai Lama (2005:41) 
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