
HOW TO KEEP YOUR 
CSR PROGRAM GOING 

DURING A CRISIS
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New challenges call  
for a new response
We created this guide to help business leaders, particularly HR and 
CSR professionals, respond to the extraordinary crisis created by the 
Covid-19 pandemic. This is a time unlike any other in our lifetimes: 
millions have lost their jobs and face very difficult challenges trying to 
pay rent and put food on the table. Millions more have been displaced 
from their place of employment and are working remotely from their 
homes – many are feeling disconnected and isolated.

Typically, when disaster strikes, companies and their employees  
look for ways to help. But the displacement of so many workers 
makes a coordinated, unified response particularly challenging for 
companies today. This guide is designed to try to help you create a 
robust response from your company and your employees to the  
crisis and help reconnect your employees to one another and to  
their communities.

Employees’ Expectations
As a general trend, employees expect the companies they work  
for to step up and give back. According to Cone Communications, 
60% of employees want to work for a company with a culture that  
supports giving back. In times of crisis, particularly when that  
crisis impacts the communities where your employees live and  
work, that expectation increases significantly. 
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Considerations for Giving and 
Volunteering in a Crisis
As you begin to think about how to respond to any crisis,  
consider what others in past crises—and in today’s pandemic—
have emphasized as key principles for a philanthropic response 
to crisis. The Council on Philanthropy’s Pledge to Action for 
COVID-19 is a comprehensive set of principles and we’ve  
summarized it here: 

1.Continue to Support Your Existing Nonprofits:  If you currently 
support the work of nonprofit agencies, then the first thing you 
can do is continue that support. Many nonprofits—particularly 
those that are smaller or in vulnerable communities—face a real 
threat to survival. Leverage your knowledge and networks to 
rapidly deploy new resources to trusted organizations  
on the frontlines. 

2. Keep Funding Flexible: Ideally, make your funding  
unrestricted, or at least allow some flexibility in how it can be 
used. Unrestricted funding enables organizations to pivot as 
needed in a rapidly changing situation and use the funds where 
they are most needed. In a crisis, where the situation at the  
frontlines is changing as quickly as it is during Covid-19,  
unrestricted funds are pure gold. 

3. Coordinate with Other Companies and Use Existing  
Channels / Networks: Aggregated local response funds are 
already springing up (to learn more about the local response 
funds we’ve created visit: unitedwaymassbay.org/covid-19/covid-
19-family-fund). Keep in mind that without coordination, already 
overwhelmed recipient organizations may face new reporting 
requirements or too much funding may flow all at once into one 
area, and critical gaps may be overlooked. 

4. Work with Expert Organizations That Have a Proven Track 
Record: In a crisis, time is of the essence. Choose organizations 
that are expert in the causes and communities you wish to  
support and have proven success at delivering strong results  
and mobilizing funding efficiently and effectively.
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5. Be Locally Focused: Even in the first weeks and months  
of the pandemic, it was clear that much of the response was  
being coordinated at the state and community levels. It is likely 
that communities may end up differing significantly in the  
specific challenges they face — in their immediate needs as  
well as their longer-term social, economic, and health  
consequences. Partnering with local nonprofits and local  
community leaders is the best way to ensure that your  
help is being directed where it is most needed.

6. Don’t Let the Perfect be the Enemy of the Good:  
“In emergency response, if you need to be right before you  
move, you will never win”, advises Dr. Michael Ryan, the Executive 
Director for Health Emergencies at the World Health Organization 
(WHO). “Speed trumps perfection and . . . the greatest error is  
not to move.”

Salesforce Philanthropy Cloud Has You Covered
Let us help you create your most powerful response 
to the Covid-19 crisis. Salesforce Philanthropy Cloud 
provides the unmatched ability to get help quickly 
to the people who need it. We can customize your 
response by cause or community and create content 
for all types of appeals. And best of all, we offer it 
on an easy-to-use digital platform that is available 
24/7/365 from anywhere.  
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The Lasting Benefits of a  
Local CSR Strategy and Plan 
The Lasting Benefits of a Local CSR Strategy and Plan 
The most powerful benefit of giving locally is that you can see 
the impact right out your front door. In a time of crisis, creat-
ing a CSR program that allows your employees to engage in 
initiatives in your own community allows them to be more di-
rectly involved in the process of helping those in need – even 
if much of that help can only happen virtually.  By partnering 
with local nonprofits you – and your employees – can put that 
your personal understanding of your communities into action 
and directly improve outcomes and lives. The work being 
done impacts the places where you work and live, allowing 
you to see and speak with people who are impacted. 

Here are the Top 5 Reasons for developing  
a Local CSR program:  

1. Directly Help Your Community
This is the #1 reason cited by CSR professionals for creating 
a local CSR program – you (and your employees) can direct-
ly impact the overall wellness of the communities in which 
you all work and live. By focusing your CSR efforts on local 
nonprofits, you are helping them grow their business and help 
more people who need it. And you are helping employ more 
people in your local communities

2. Clearly Understand How Your Donations are Being Used
This is the #1 reason cited by CSR professionals for creating 
a local program – you are closer to the work and can more 
easily develop confidence in how the money is being spent. 
Additionally, local programs make it much easier for your 
employees to volunteer and see for themselves the impact 
created by their efforts and your company. Gaining this con-
fidence and engaging your employees is more difficult with a 
distantly located nonprofit.

3. Make Your Donations Go Further Toward Directly Helping  
the Cause
Local nonprofits tend to have fewer employees because the 
overall need is smaller. With a more limited overhead, more of 
your donations go directly to helping the need.  And because 
local nonprofits are smaller, they truly value and can more 
greatly leverage the volunteer help your employees give them. 
When you donate larger amounts to nearby charities, the 
donations can make a big difference. More donations mean 
more people aided in your community.

4. Know Who You’re Working With and The Best Ways  
to Help Them
Creating a CSR program that focuses on local nonprofits al-
lows you to get involved. You can connect with the leadership 
team, join the board, and help shape the work. With a local 
nonprofit, you and your employees can attend fundraisers and 
other events. These in-person opportunities allow you and 
your employees to better understand the cause, meet some 
of the people who have benefited from the nonprofit’s work, 
and build relationships with team members. Working with 
nonprofits within your community builds new connections 
that you may have never had before.  
Volunteering is a great way to meet new people and leave 
with new friends. Local donations are simple ways to show 
those in need that they are still valuable members of your 
community.

5. It’s Simple and Easy
Sometimes donating to a distant cause can involve a long 
and difficult process. When you engage locally, procedures 
go much smoother. Also, working with a nonprofit nearby 
ensures that the customer service is the best. Email and call 
responses will be much quicker when the business is nearby.

“Employees rarely talk about how 
many hours of volunteering they have 
completed or how much money they 
have donated. They talk about the ties 
they’ve built with the community and 
with the colleagues they’ve  
volunteered with.”
— BECKY FERGUSON
VP Corporate Philanthropy, Salesforce
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LET US HELP YOU CREATE A POWERFUL COVID-19 CSR PROGRAM.
United Way understands the needs of local communities and has the proven ability to  
mobilize individuals, nonprofits, companies, and government agencies to get help where  
its needed most.  We’ve partnered with Salesforce (the world’s leading CRM software  
company) to create a digital giving and volunteering platform that can make your response 
to this crisis powerful, customized, and nimble in response to the changing needs in your 
community. Request a Demo.

For more information, contact: 

Matt Hayden at 617.624.8125 or mhayden@supportunitedway.org

Or visit: 

unitedwaymassbay.org/philanthropycloud

+

Summary
In the midst of the Covid-19 crisis — a crisis that is impacting  
so many local communities — the benefits of giving locally  
and creating a local CSR program have never been greater.  

The best CSR programs leverage the unique skills and  
competencies of a company and its employees to create  
impact. Local CSR programs take that a step further by  
creating impact that is more tangible and immediate to  
employees because the good is happening in the cities  
and towns in which they live.


