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You can’t change minds, 
so stop trying

In September of 2018, Anderson Cooper made a 9-minute debunking Donald Trump Jr.’s 

assertion that Cooper staged a shot of himself standing in waist-deep Hurricane Florence 

floodwaters to make President Trump look bad. Cooper showed that the photo in question 

was from a video clip of Hurricane Ike in Texas circa 2008. Cooper admitted in the video 

that he usually doesn’t address his critics but this time he felt called to do so, especially 

because the cameraman shown in the video died a year ago. 

When I shared this story on Facebook, my friend King commented: This was well done and 

necessary and will have precisely zero effect on defusing the conspiracy theory among 

those who believe it.
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And King is right. The goal of the piece wasn’t to defuse the story among those who believed 

it. The goal was for Cooper to make sure his own journalistic integrity was in-tact to his 

audiences, current and potential. 

Here’s the secret. You can’t change people’s minds. The job of the video rebuttal, of political 

advertising and of nonprofit marketing is not to change people but to find like-minded people 

and attract them to you. Most of us are deeply ingrained in our political and personal beliefs.  

We have our own personal wheelhouse of philanthropy, and we rarely stray. 

This is good news for nonprofits with little time and stretched budgets.

You no longer need to worry about convincing people of your nonprofit’s worth. Instead, 

follow the principles of Courageous Communication®: find like-minded people and be 

available to them so they are attracted to your organization. Stop running after people who 

don’t feel a connection to you. Stand strong in your message and make your organization 

easy to find. When people are interested in your cause and go looking, there you are! And 

because they have self-identified as “interested,” you already know they think your mission 

is worthy and valuable.

A common complaint I hear is, “No one has ever heard of us.” Well, who are those people? 

Does it matter if they haven’t? Are they likely prospects? Convincing absolutely everyone that 

your organization is worthy and valuable only to have most of them not become supporters 

is a waste of your valuable time, energy and money.

When you are strong in message, you attract like-minded people to you. Worry less about 

what others’ think. Cooper said what he needed to say not to change minds but to reassure 

his audiences. Your goal is not to convince people to care, but to find those who care and 

be of value to them.

COURAGEOUS COMMUNICATION
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“Making our message 
relatable and provocative 

gave us a world-wide 
response”

When nonprofits say or do something interesting, entertaining or important, they worry 

about offending donors or supporters. Yet, when we do say something interesting, important 

or entertaining, that’s what makes people notice and attract like-minded people towards us.
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In 2018, the Animal Protective Association of Missouri launched its Grown Ass Adult campaign. 

I mentioned this campaign in my book as an example of Courageous Communication®. I 

talked to Sarah Javier, executive director of APA, about the results of the campaign, how 

they handled the complaints and what’s next for the campaign.

The campaign shares the joys of adopting an older dog that knows how to behave like, well, 

a grown ass adult. The campaign included an adoption event on none other than National 

Puppy Day (ouch!) with grown ass adult dogs and grown ass adult beverages. Way to work 

a theme, APA! Now I can only imagine the conversations around the board room about the 

campaign and someone saying, “Why can’t we say, ‘grown adult dog,’” or “Do we have to 

say, ‘ass,’ because what if we offend our older donors?” Fortunately, the campaign survived 

doubt and a board vote to live on. 

Here’s what happened. 

Sarah said because of the campaign, the waiting time for pets in the shelter dropped by 3.5 

days, from over 10 to under 8. Because the campaign highlighted harder to place older 

dogs, those pups went home in 24-48 hours. Beyond raising adoption rates and lowering 

time in the adoption center, they received social media attention from all over the country 

and even internationally. “We received outreach from animal welfare groups and from 

media. It was hard to keep up with all the attention the campaign generated.”

Despite the happy problem of a campaign generating so much attention she could hardly 

keep up, Sarah said she wanted to respond to questions and comments herself. “We had to 

own this and understand why we were doing it.” By addressing the comments herself, she 

showed she was committed to the message.

The number of complainers waving their hankies at the sweat-inducing use of “ass”? Four. 

And they were easily calmed when Sarah explained the campaign was to save lives and 

help get dogs adopted. “Not every campaign can appeal to everyone, and when they 

COURAGEOUS COMMUNICATION
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found out the campaign was working, they were ok with it.”

See the magic of Courageous Communication® — when we stop making decisions 

in fear and make them in confidence of our brand, our story and our need to create better 

outcomes for those we serve! She said that, “Making the message relatable and provocative 

gave us worldwide response.” That’s how hungry we are as audiences to relate to and be 

entertained by a message. We want the interesting stuff. Let’s have the courage to give those 

messages.

Now, the APA is noodling with trademarking the campaign and making it available to other 

animal welfare groups. It is also basking in the glow of some awards.

So, the downside? Four easily handled phone calls. The upside? Improved outcomes, new 

supporters, adopted dogs and an organization that knows what they can achieve when they 

communicate with confidence. 
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If you want to stand out, 
speak up!

If you want people to listen to your nonprofit’s messages, you need to make them feel 

something—joy, sadness, anger. They need to get emotionally connected. 

This is a special challenge for nonprofits. To get people’s attention, you have to say something 

interesting. And yet, you might recoil at that thought, lest it cause controversy or anger. 

Instead, you create safe, sound and happy messages that don’t move people to action. 

People don’t pay attention because you don’t give them anything to pay attention to. To find 

new supporters and keep your current ones, you need to do or say something interesting 

and let go of the fear of offending. How can you do that?

03.
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The goal is not to convince people to care about your organization, but to have a strong 

message that attracts like-minded people to you. And if you are doing or saying something 

different, someone is not going to like it—and that’s OK. The like-minded people will love it. 

That is the foundation of the concept of Courageous Communication®. 

If you are a risk-averse nonprofit, this may seem especially daunting. Here’s how your 

organization can become more courageous communicators and attract the attention you 

need and deserve.

COURAGEOUS COMMUNICATION

We’ve all had personal, familial, professional or romantic relationships that didn’t feel quite 

right. It’s the same way with our audiences. Do you spend copious amounts of time and 

money on people who don’t and won’t care about you? Do you beat your head against the 

wall because your marketing doesn’t get more involvement or investment from these groups? 

Maybe it’s time to let them go. Some audiences aren’t worth your time, energy or money.

You can’t convince people to care and you will waste a lot of time and money on relationships 

that don’t work. If you are afraid of making them mad, they might not be your people. Don’t 

be afraid to say goodbye.

Use data to make your case. How much time and money do you spend and for what return? 

Figure out where your energy needs to be directed, then detach with love from those who 

never loved you that much anyway.

Let go of relationships that don’t work.

Standing strong in your message to attract like-minded people means understanding what 

your organization stands for and being confident in communicating that. How do you do 

that? Develop and publish belief statements. Belief statements are five to seven statements 

that describe who you are as an organization, what you believe and why.

Be grounded in what you stand for.
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Here are the belief statements for Episcopal City Mission, a group that ministers to children 

in juvenile court custody:

After reading these, do you feel more connected to this group? Do you have a greater 

understanding of what they do and why? No one can argue with an organization’s beliefs—

they are subjective. They are clear and concise statements about what’s important and 

valued.

Work with your leadership to come up with your own belief statements, and then live by 

them. This is critical to Courageous Communication® because if a public issue arises or a 

news story crops up and you wonder if you should say something, then you have your belief 

statements to guide you.

We believe that all children deserve a second chance. 

Does the issue or story align with our mission and with our belief statements?

We believe in the healing promise of God’s presence. 

Is the issue or story of value to our audiences?

We believe in providing a safe environment, free from judgment. 

Would our participation in the issue or story add to the conversation?

We believe children aren’t disposable and are worth our time and attention. 

We believe the children we serve are more than the worst thing they have done. 

We believe being there, providing a ministry of presence, is healing. 

We believe the calming presence of our chaplains reassures the children that someone cares 
about their spiritual well-being.

You can’t ignore what is going on around you. Answer these questions so you know when 

the time is right to speak up on issues in the media.

Participate in conversations you didn’t start.
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If you can say yes to all three questions, then speak up.

Courageous Communication® doesn’t mean you speak up about everything all the time. It 

means you speak with a purpose to attract like-minded people to your organization.

Strong communication means saying the same thing over and over and over again. It means 

maintaining a consistent look and message, which takes discipline. Know that your brand 

has value, and if you make a change, you need to weigh that change against the brand 

value.

To get attention, let go of the audiences who don’t love you and focus on the ones who do, 

standing strong in your message. If you are doing or saying something interesting, it won’t 

please everyone, but it will please those who matter most.

Adopt consistency and repetition.
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I want to belong. 
And so do you.

To say that I was a very enthusiastic viewer of Leah Remini: Scientology and the Aftermath 

show is an understatement. At the very core of those who are involved in Scientology or 

those who leave is a singular need: to be in a group. 

Even more than survivor of self or family is our need to be in a group. We are still guided 

by thousands of years of being in tribes or small communities. The herd mentality drives 

us and being ostracized by a group is our greatest fear. When my friend’s son came out 

transgender, she had to change churches. That the kid was transgender was not the pain, it 

was ostracization that hurt.

We need a herd

04.
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COURAGEOUS COMMUNICATION

The folks in Scientology and the ones who left tell about giving up money, possessions, family 

relationships, jobs…all to be in a group. I am not critical of them, because I understand how 

powerful this need is.

Now I am not advocating creating cults here, what I am saying is that we need to feel a part 

of a group. It is the basest need we have. Let’s give people what they need.

Here’s example of groups I joined and how I felt.

First experience. 

I am a local member of the National Speakers Association. I joined at the professional 

member level, and it is kind of a big deal because you have to show that you have so many 

paid speaking gigs a year. It was quite an accomplishment to join at the professional level, 

and I was pretty pumped for my first meeting. Professional members get fancy name badges 

and I wanted mine. When I got to the meeting, the woman who checked me in said they 

forgot my name badge and they would get it next time. I was not introduced to the group or 

asked to introduce myself. No one acknowledged me as a new professional member.

Next month: that woman is sick, the other woman who checked me in said she’d get that 

name badge for sure. Third month: Oh darn I forgot.

Now, knowing what I know about groups, and just knowing my feelings, I am frustrated. I 

should have been welcomed with some kind of ceremony. My buy-in with that group was 

fading.

Second experience.

I joined the “inner circle,” a group of women business owner “superstars” who all have 

the same business coach, Michelle Villalobos. When I joined the group, I received a silver 
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star necklace, then was invited to the front of the room we were meeting in. The whole 

room gathered around me and gave me a cheer. “OHHHHHHH, Maryanne! You! Are! A! 

Superstar!” There are some hand movements that go with that, but you get it. It felt amazing 

and I felt PART OF A GROUP! Not just a member, a valued, loved and wanted member. I 

love my inner circle sisters (and now a few brothers!). We have weekly crew calls and I never 

miss.

What groups do you curate as part of your work or your life? When you get new 

donors, do you make them feel like a superstar? Do they feel like they are an important part 

of the community? Foster and Adoptive Care Coalition sends out “Welcome to the Family” 

new donor packets. If you have a giving society, volunteer group or any other group, how 

are people welcomed? What do you do to support and encourage community? Do the 

members feel valued and loved? I got a cheer. That’s easy, free and best of all…memorable!

We have so many tools to create community online and in person, and we have a great need 

to be in community with others. Let’s make people feel like superstars and not overlooked or 

undervalued. 
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Why make a bigger mountain 
to climb? Start working toward 

your goals today.
I get asked this a lot: 

When is the right time to create a marketing or fundraising plan?

Why? Because it is always a good time to create action toward your goals. Organizations 

want the perfect setting or that magical unicorn time when they aren’t busy. Those two 

conditions will never happen. There will always be transition and time demands.

My answer: NOW.
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Every day you put off working toward your goals, you are creating a bigger mountain to 

climb. If you have fundraising goals for this year, what are you doing this quarter, this week, 

this day to meet those goals? 

Most nonprofits, more than 65 percent, don’t have a fundraising plan. Hopes and wishes 

are not fundraising strategies. 

A battle plan rarely survives contact with the enemy and a marketing plan rarely survives the 

market. Yet your success is increased because of your ability to set goals and determine the 

steps needed to achieve those goals on a yearly, quarterly, monthly and daily basis.

If you want to meet your goals, make a plan. And then work that plan every single 

day.
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What an iconic 80s hairstyle 
and your SEO results 

have in common
What does a mullet have to do with SEO and your ability to be found online?

Start with the keywords your audience uses, then add your own. Business first, party second. 

Connect with them, then take them with you. 

A mullet is business in the front, party in the back, right? 

And that’s how you create online content. 

06.
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Say my keywords are nonprofit fundraising. If I wrote an article, “5 Ways you are losing 

donor dollars, and how to stop,” and put that on my site and on social media or on other 

websites, I am losing out because I am starting with the party.  It is about nonprofit fundraising 

but it doesn’t say that.

Here’s how to use the mullet approach.

“Nonprofit Fundraising Tips: Five ways your nonprofit fundraising efforts are losing donor 

dollars, and how to stop.”

Now I got my business in the front by adding that headline, and my party in the back with 

the subhead language I was using already. AND even worked a little more business into the 

party by adding “nonprofit fundraising” into the subtitle. Crushing it!

Lesson for today: lead with their language, not yours. 
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Four myths of nonprofit 
communication and what 

they are costing you
Some long-held beliefs of nonprofit communicators don’t serve nonprofits well and may 

even be harmful. These myths could be costing you donor dollars, and they make the job 

of nonprofit communicators harder. Here are four beliefs to cast aside ― and what to do 

instead.
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Myth 1: Stay neutral at all costs.

Most organizations have a set of beliefs that run through them like a moral spine. But as a 

communicator, you may hesitate to take a public stand on an issue that challenges those 

beliefs because you fear controversy. Many nonprofit executives want to be thought leaders 

yet are hesitant to speak too boldly about issues affecting those they serve.

Reality: Stand tall for your beliefs.

The most effective nonprofits are confident and secure enough to speak up for what they 

believe. When they do that, they are letting like-minded people know they are working hard 

to create change.

For example, Children’s Rights, a watchdog group, sued the state of Missouri in 2017 for 

the overuse of psychotropic medications for kids in foster care. Melanie Scheetz, executive 

director of the Foster and Adoptive Care Coalition in St. Louis, Missouri, spoke out against 

the lawsuit. She agreed that overuse was a problem but did not believe a lawsuit was the 

solution.

“It was not a popular opinion,” she said, but Scheetz wanted to work with the state’s director 

of children’s services instead of fighting him in court. “I have 19 years’ experience, and I 

have been involved in lawsuits, and they take time. I knew we could do more to help kids 

working within the system we had. I spoke up because it was the right thing to do for the kids 

we serve.”

Myth 2: Share as many successes as possible and minimize failures.

Nonprofits tend to believe that because they accept donor dollars, they cannot make a 

mistake, let alone fail. Failures can be perceived as poor stewardship of donors’ money. You 

broadcast successes and keep quiet about efforts that didn’t work.
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Reality: Share your failures.

When nonprofits share stories of what went wrong, they show donors that are learning to do 

better. Imagine producing an annual report of failures. Engineers Without Borders in Canada 

does this. Those are stories worth sharing because you can explain how you are improving.

Myth 3: Keep a polished image.

Nonprofits carefully craft brochures and heavily edit newsletters to project a professional 

image. That can come across as inauthentic.

Reality: Be genuine and honest.

A colleague of mine who works with donor-advised funds recently said her job was to get 

past the gloss on the brochure. Donors don’t want slick images; they want to see the real 

organization.

Myth 4: Appeal to as many people as possible.

Nonprofit marketing involves casting a wide net. The presumption: You can’t afford to miss 

one potential donor. But the “spray and pray” approach, spreading lots of messages with 

the hope that someone will see or hear and respond, is not efficient or effective.

Reality: Don’t be afraid to stand out.

The most successful nonprofits are strong in mission, purpose, and message; this helps them 

attract like-minded donors. When groups take a stand, they galvanize supporters who 

believe in their work. The ones who criticize? They weren’t your people anyway.
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Recently the Animal Protective Association of Missouri ran a dog-adoption campaign asking 

people to “Adopt a Grown-Ass Adult” dog. The effort touted the benefits of older dogs over 

puppies.

Now I am certain there were a few sweaty brows around the boardroom table on this. Yet 

the APA understood its audience and created a message that resonated. With intentional 

irony, the campaign culminated with an event on National Puppy Day that featured “grown-

ass” adult beverages along with adult dogs for adoption.

The campaign was a huge success in terms of the number of dogs adopted, dollars raised, 

and heightened awareness of the benefits of adopting adult dogs.

The number of complaints? Four. All easily managed by explaining that the campaign helped 

increase the adoption rate.

Reality: Galvanize Like-Minded Supporters.

The formula for reaching donors is to go for the heart, then the mind, and then the wallet. 

People won’t give to or get involved with an organization unless they connect emotionally. 

You can’t change what is in people’s hearts. Your job is to find like-minded people and bring 

them into your organization. When they are connected to others who share their passions, 

they become galvanized to the cause.
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Six steps to a better 
nonprofit brand

Instead of chasing donors, focus on creating strong and consistent communications that set 

your nonprofit apart. Developing a strong identity for your organization helps attract like-

minded donors and strengthen relationships with your supporters.

Here are six steps to create a brand that resonates with donors.
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Conduct a two-part evaluation of your marketing materials. First, take an inventory of all 

your communications: brochures, emails, newsletters, annual report, fundraising appeals, 

mailings, social-media outreach, and website. Itemize expenses related to producing each, 

including staff time, and look at the income generated from each. Some are easier to measure 

than others, and at times you may need to guess, but that’s OK. The purpose is to understand 

your investment in each item. It can also help you prioritize limited resources.

The second part of the assessment is a “brand review.” Assemble all the items listed above. 

Gather a few people from the staff, board, and committees, and ask these questions for each 

item:

Record your answers, indicating needed improvements. When you are finished, you should 

have a clear understanding of what resonates with donors, what’s missing the mark, and 

how to craft a more cohesive and compelling message.

Assess your marketing efforts. 

This can be tough because nonprofits often want to appeal to everyone. Resist that urge and 

instead pick two or three audiences to address. A strong brand requires consistency and 

repetition; serving too many audiences dilutes both. It takes discipline to keep a laser focus 

on these audiences, but that is how you break through the communications clutter.

Define your audience

Does the material visually represent our organization?

Is it consistent in color, design, and layout?

Are the messages inspiring? Do they move people to action?

Do the materials tell a compelling and cohesive story?

Does it all look like one family, and does that family accurately represent our organizational 
personality?
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This step tells supporters you know and understand them. You don’t need to state it directly, 

it’s understood. How can you develop a brand promise? Ask these questions to different 

members of your audiences and look for the strongest, deepest emotional connection.

Identifying your brand promise allows you to create communications built on that connection. 

It helps you stay relevant to your audiences. Here’s an example of a brand promise. The 

nonprofit Justine Petersen provides business loans and mortgages to low- and moderate-

income people whom traditional banks often reject. The group’s brand promise is: “You are 

worthy of investment.” Making clients feel worthy permeates the organization. It’s how the 

receptionist greets clients and how loan counselors interact with them. That attitude also 

comes through in the annual report and on the website.

Establish an emotional connection, or “brand promise.” 

This is an audience-directed statement that describes the overall benefit of your organization 

and explains why people should care about your work. It can also be called a tagline. This 

is not a mission statement (an internal statement that gives an organization direction).

For example, Oasis Institute, a group with chapters across the country, provides educational, 

health, and volunteer opportunities to senior adults. Oasis is the name for a lot of things — a 

British rock band, a pool-cleaning company, a spa — so the group needed a main message 

that differentiates it, conveys its purpose, and shares its promise: an active, engaged, 

interesting lifestyle as one ages.

Its main message, “Oasis: Lifelong Adventure,” fulfills a brand promise and conveys the 

group’s mission. This short message explains whom the organization serves (lifelong learners) 

and how (adventure) without using labels like “senior” or other age-related words.

Create a “main message” to tell people why they should care. 

What first attracted you to this organization?

What do you tell your friends or colleagues about us?

If you believe strongly in our work, why do you feel that way?
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The most common way audiences interact with a nonprofit’s brand is through in-person 

events. Talking points help leaders share your organization’s story with confidence.  and 

should cover these four areas.

What we do. This is a general description of your nonprofit and is not tailored to any 

particular audience.

How we do it. This describes the programs and services you offer to accomplish your 

mission.

Why you should care. This should be tailored to each audience. Corporate donors may 

care about sales, and individual donors may care about recognition. Adapt your talking 

points to motivate each group.

What you can do. This is a call to action that’s tailored to each of your audiences.

Here’s an example of talking points from Community Living. This is targeted toward potential 

parents of adults with disabilities.

Develop talking points to share a consistent message with ease. 
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What we do. We work to enrich the lives of people with disabilities so they can 

achieve their highest potential.

How we do it. We provide children and adults with services and programs 

that allow them to live, learn, and work in our community. In turn, they make our 

community inclusive, diverse, and a better place to live.

Why you should care. We are there from early childhood to adulthood, helping 

your child lead as independent and productive a life as possible.
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Discuss your talking points with the appropriate people in your organization so all are 

comfortable sharing your story in person.

Now that you have your brand promise, main message, and talking points, grab that 

communications assessment and see where adjustments or updates are needed.

Do you need new photos to better illustrate your story? Should you update your brochures 

or website? What about social-media pages or posts? Do they reflect your brand? Don’t 

get overwhelmed or think you need to start from scratch. Update what you can initially and 

make a plan to implement remaining changes over time.

 

Share your messages across all communication channels. 

Our clients are out working and volunteering in the community. And if caring for 

your child is keeping you from working and causing financial strain, we can help. 

Our programs allow time away so you can find employment.

What you can do. Please call us today to learn more about how we can help you 

and your child.
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Mind, matter, 
quantum physics and 

why your website sucks
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When clients or potential clients call with a communication challenge, such as:

What do you think is keeping you from having a better outcome? 

I am looking for blocks or barriers that are keeping your marketing from being as effective 

as it could be.

Because here’s the secret.

Your organization’s ability to communicate effectively externally is dependent on how well 

your organization communicates internally. 

BAM!

It makes sense, right? The more you are aligned as an organization, the better story you will 

tell your audiences and potential audiences.

So how do you communicate more effectively internally to get better results externally? This 

is where quantum physics come in.

Quantum physics says everything is energy, generated from atoms and particles. Energy is 

all around us and we are constantly emitting energy. Our thoughts and feelings are energy 

that creates our reality.

I ask the question:

Our website is not effective as it could be

We are struggling writing compelling messaging for our appeal letters

Our social media is not gaining traction
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The kind of energy we emit is the kind we attract. If this sounds wacky, think about this. Have 

you ever met someone and got a bad vibe, to the point you can feel your body moving 

away from them? Or have the opposite experience when you meet a person and they are 

giving you great energy and you are drawn to them. You feel more energetic, hopeful or 

happy just being next to them.

This happens in groups too. We have committees or meetings and the energy vibrations are 

low and we are drained being there. Then there are experiences in groups where energy 

vibrations are high and all of a sudden, new possibilities, solutions or ideas are everywhere.

 

Creating those high vibration, energy-rich states is key to creating a healthy internal 

atmosphere. Creations are dictated by the energy that creates it. If your organization is 

creating in fear, shame, guilt, pride or envy, those are low energy states and what you create 

won’t be as successful. Creative atmospheres that are about support, trust, cooperation, 

exploration and excitement will create better outcomes.

When you are in an energy-rich state, you see possibilities and connections. And here’s the 

wacky thing, those possibilities always existed, you or your organization wasn’t in a position 

to access them. In some quantum theory, parallel universes exist where you connect to those 

possibilities. Yeah, that’s pretty freaky to think about. Yet we have all been in those situations 

where we get in the flow and in an energy-rich state and the possibilities and opportunities 

flow in amazing and unexpected ways.

Once you understand that your thoughts and feelings create energy, and the energy you give 

is the energy you receive, you can start working toward higher energy states. Awareness, as 

always, is the first step. 

Start focusing on the energy you create and operating at higher levels. You will be amazed 

what you get back.
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Why marketing is 
fundraising, and 

fundraising is marketing
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In the last three weeks, I have been in conversations with nonprofit professionals and have 

heard the same message.

“My nonprofit does not value marketing. They don’t understand why it is important.”

I have a physical reaction when I hear these words. It HURTS!

Because how can you fundraise if no one knows who you are? How can you find 

money, volunteers, students, followers, foster parents, or whatever you need if you don’t 

have a system for attracting like-minded people to you?

I say that in the Thanksgiving table of our economy, nonprofits are at the kids’ table. And 

in the Thanksgiving table of nonprofits, marketing and communications is often at the kids’ 

table.

Unaware

1st Contact

Loyal Donor

Awareness

2nd Contact

Initiate

Repeat Contact

Doesn’t know about the organization

First try or personal contact

Gives to your organization and no other

Learn about the organization

Second try or personal contact

Feels positive about the organization

Gives to the organization, 
aslo gives to other organizations

Loyalty Index
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Because marketing folks may not be asking for money, they are not seen as important.

As if donors appear magically. They don’t. They appear with a focused, sustained effort to 

communicate your mission and vision to attract like-minded people. 

This graphic is the Loyalty Index to show the pipeline of bringing people into your organization.

Audiences need to know who you are and have a positive impression of you, so they have 

a reason to initiate contact. And when they do, they need a reason to not only make that 

first contact, but to make a second contact to become repeat participants. That’s the job of 

marketing and fundraising. Those two disciplines create a system that is mutually supportive.

I see organizations whose marketing and fundraising people are at odds or are working 

in silos. Now you can see from the Loyalty Index that they are serving the same system of 

attraction. Not working together and valuing each other is costing them money.

Marketing effectively is key to raising money. Telling your story effectively is key to raising 

money. 

TRUE STORY. Melanie Scheetz at Foster and Adoptive Care Coalition said to me at their 

30th anniversary luncheon, “We were able to grow so fast because you taught us how to 

tell our story.” Their ability to market themselves effectively was key to finding and keeping 

major donors. 

If you want to grow, if you want to raise more, do more, create better outcomes…focus on 

your marketing!
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Years of messaging 
struggles gone in a day 

— a case study
“It’s just not sexy.”

That’s what Robin Phillips, chief executive officer of Child Care Aware of Missouri, told me 

about their messaging. For organizations that advocate and support those who provide 

direct services, the story is often hard to tell. I get it. Sometimes it is hard to find the “sexy”….

11.
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that emotional pull that breaks through, gets attention and attracts you to new donors when 

your work is policy, advocacy, and systems change. 

“We have struggled with this for years. If you can help us solve this, it would be huge. “

I knew the sexy was in there. 

Because the staff at Child Care Aware is committed, passionate, bold, driven and relentless 

in their pursuit of making every day a kid in Missouri spends in child care a good one.

All this passion and devotion was lost in the marketing materials. 

Branding and messaging close the gap between who you really are and how you present 

yourself. And there was a gap that made them look a little dry and tame when what they are 

innovators and change agents. 

So, when Robin asked if I could help, I knew I had the system for creating messaging as 

bold and engaging as the work they do. I facilitated on-site training to develop a tagline 

and new messaging so how they look and talk about themselves represents their authentic 

organizational personality.

I told them, “The creativity and the answers are in you. I am the vessel that brings it out.” 

We started with a full-staff group and I led a discovery session. This hour conversation got 

to the heart of their strengths and their organizational personality. And what a personality 

emerged. This is a group of devoted champions of children with a deep belief in the importance 

of early childhood education. Now, to capture that in a main message and description. After 

discovery, we broke into a smaller leadership team to create the messaging.

By the end of the time together, barely under 4 hours, we came up with a main message and 

an agency description that reflects their personality, evokes emotion and gives them clarity 
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Child Care Aware of Missouri

Two-Thousand Days to Make a Difference

“We make a difference in the first two-thousand days for Missouri’s 

children so they can reach their maximum potential.”

and ease when talking about the organization. And they did it. It was their ideas, their word. 

I gave them the time, space and process to bring it out of them. 

They had the 2000 days idea because that is the 0-5 years that are so critical. And they liked 

that the tagline invoked a questions or probing. It feels bold and different, like they are. 

Here’s the agency description, so when people ask, “What do you do?” you don’t give a 

laundry list of programs, you give a concise description.

Years of not understanding how to talk about what they do was gone in a day because 

they had a process to unearth those ideas. When I say I am a vessel and I am bringing 

the answers out of you, I mean it. When I am working with a group and we are creating 

together, my body vibrates at a higher level. I can feel their energy.

From Robin and Child Care Aware: “Maryanne helped us bridge the gap between our 

untapped, potential donors and brand recognition of our organization. She then led our 

leadership team into a deeper dive to help us get out of our own way so we could discover 

what we already knew to create messages to reflect our agency’s personality. We have been 

engaging new donors and supports with our new messaging and growing our influence.
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Nine inexpensive and 
effective websites to ramp 
up your marketing efforts

Here are some great resources for the ultra-busy, several-hat-wearing nonprofit marketer. 

These websites can save you that draining time in front of a computer trying to learn some 

new program or code that you think you can’t afford to pay an expert to do.

12.
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They can also save you money by taking simple projects in-house and replacing some gritty 

administrative tasks that distract you from your genius. If it is not your genius, it is not your job. 

Use these sites to stay in your genius zone. 

www.canva.com: Canva is great for small design projects. It doesn’t replace a graphic 

designer to develop your visual brand, but it allows you to make visually appealing design 

work without high-end software like InDesign or Photoshop. Upload your brand colors, logo 

and any other graphic elements. Then use the many Canva templates and images to create 

flyers, postcards, social media graphics, etc. My favorite tool: the magic resize button. Have 

an 8.5×11 flyer that you need to make a postcard? Hit the magic resize button and it creates 

the postcard! This service is about $12/month. 

www.vennage.com: Vennage is Canva for infographics. It lets you browse infographic 

templates by eight different types, including statistical, informational, comparison and 

geographic. There are tons of icons and illustrations. If you need to make charts, graphs or 

want to create an infographic poster, Vennage can do it. There’s a free subscription and if 

that’s not enough, a low-cost paid plan.

www.trint.com: Trint is a transcription service. You can upload an audio or video file and it 

will transcribe it into a Word document. It costs about $15 for a transcription. A methodology 

I teach for developing web or social media content quickly is to start with video. Instead of 

writing an article, make a video with the article content, upload to Trint, then massage that 

transcript into an article. The benefits of this are that you can create a video and a companion 

article in about 45 minutes and video is digital marketing magic. Putting video with an article 

will give you a lot more exposure. Resist the temptation to transcribe “because you can.” Just 

because you can do it, doesn’t mean it’s the best use of your time. 

www.upwork.com: Upwork is a freelancing site. You can get support on anything from 

administration to accounting to coding. Most of the freelancers are overseas and work for 

much less than you would pay in the US. You can decide if that works or is appropriate 
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for you or not. To use Upwork, create an account and post a job. You will get freelancers 

applying for that job. You can review the applicants and select someone to do the job. You 

can also hire a person again and develop a longer-term relationship. I use Upwork when 

I need help with my website that requires coding. There are experts at almost anything you 

need at Upwork. 

www.fiverr.com: Fiverr is like Upwork but leans more toward creative work, with the 

minimum price at $5. You can get social media, design, video or audio work done on Fiverr 

and usually for very little money. I use Fiverr when I make a video. For $30, a video editor 

creates a slide intro and outro and adds music. Once I found someone who could do the 

work, I didn’t post the job, just hired that person to do it. It is possible to build longer-term 

relationships on both Fiverr and Upwork.

www.answerthepublic.com: If are spending a lot of time trying to come up with content 

ideas, go to Answer the Public. Type in the keywords for your organization to see questions 

people ask. This site is a goldmine of good ideas that will stimulate your thinking around 

content ideas.

www.SEMrush.com: SEMrush is a huge website for Search Engine Optimization (SEO) 

diehards. The free account gives you 10 searches a day; that is probably more than enough. 

The most important feature is the Keyword Magic Tool under the Keyword Analytics tab. 

Experiment with different keywords to find the most popular words. Using the right keywords 

means being more findable to new audiences. Remember, you want to use your audience’s 

language and not yours. For instance, say your organization uses “specialized learning” 

instead of “special education” to decrease the stigma. Totally understandable, except that 

those words are not what your audiences is using. Use their language to connect with them 

and then teach them yours. By way of example, “specialized learning” was searched only 90 

times/month while “special education” was searched 12,100 times/month. Using keywords 

is key to increasing the visibility of your organization.



39

COURAGEOUS COMMUNICATION

www.doodly.com: You know those cool videos where magic hands draw illustrations? If 

you would love to have that but can’t afford it, try Doodly. Costs vary depending on the plan. 

www.wordart.com: We have all seen the word clouds that make lists of words into pretty 

graphics. Here’s something to try: Go to your organization’s website, select All and hit Copy. 

Then go to Wordart, hit the Create button, then Import and Paste Content. It allows you to 

easily see the words used most often, and to assess if these words are aligned with your 

keyword research.
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 How much is too much 
fundraising content on 

your website?
A colleague said they were developing a website and there was tension between fundraising 

and marketing over fundraising content and program content. The fundraisers wanted every 

page to have a testimonial and an ask, and the marketing people thought that was too much, 

considering that some of the content was very focused on the families they serve.

13.
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Who is right?

If you are building your website based on your internal needs, then you are not in the right 

frame of mind. Your website should be built around the needs of your audiences. The website 

should be to be inviting, easy to navigate and meet the needs of those you serve, whether 

they are program participants or funders. 

Instead of “I need an ask on every page so that I can raise more money,” or “I don’t want 

to clutter up my program pages with fundraising content, those fundraisers are so pushy!” 

switch to: “How can this website help those who are in need of our services?”

Putting those you serve first helps everyone align with their purpose. It helps me, too. Sharing 

what I know and selling my program is easy when I am not “selling” but helping people who 

need it and adding value to their lives. It relieves our internal and external tension.

Here’s two ways to organize your website to meet the needs of all those you serve. 

By audience

This method is helpful if you have several distinct audiences and there is not much overlap 

between them, meaning the content for each is very different. If the audiences have different 

needs, organize the content by audience. STUDENTS PARENTS SPONSORS. Allowing 

users to self-identify then find the information they need quickly and easily is key to them 

getting value out of your site.

By action

If you have audiences and they have some overlap, then organization by action. LEARN 

ENROLL VISIT DONATE. Think about what you want people to DO when they get to the site, 

then organize content by this.
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It is tempting to organize your website to reflect how your nonprofit is organized because 

that’s system you understand. It takes a bit more work to understand the needs of your 

audiences but that’s who you are building the site for, so it is worth it.

In short, make sure everything you do gives value to those you serve. And that everyone else 

in your organization is too.  When that is your focus, decisions are clear. 
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Stories –  the most effective, 
least expensive way to 

market your organization
The most effective and least inexpensive way to market your nonprofit is to share stories. 

Stories create credibility and energy around your organization, a “buzz,” because people 

are talking about you. They key to telling stories is to understand what a story is, how to 

cultivate it and how it can create more action and energy around your nonprofit. 

14.
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What is a story?

Stories are memories we share. Memories are experiences we’ve had combined with emotion. 

When emotions meet experiences, they become significant in our brain and stay. You’ve had 

experiences you don’t remember and feelings too. Combined, they form memories. When 

we share memories, it’s a story.

Why do we need stories?

Stories allow you to share your memories and connect with others. They help you make 

sense of those experiences and emotions. Sharing a story can help you excite and inspire 

others and create connections between disparate audiences. 

How do stories help you market your nonprofit?

This graphic is a story cycle that shows how that happens. A story is created, then shared, 

then absorbed by audiences, then those audiences are compelled to take action. This is how 

you create “buzz” around your organization. People are talking about their memories! Then 

they share and more people are compelled to action. Then the cycle goes on and grows, 

and so does your organization’s influence.

Think about this in your own life. You see a movie or read a book, you meet someone and 

between that experience and emotion (love or hate), you share the story of that memory. 

The listener absorbs and can buy the book, see the movie, meet the person…or not. 

Create - Deliver - Absorb - Experience
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Listening to other’s stories is key to experiencing their full humanity. Tell stories in meetings, 

at events, and encourage stories as you move through the day. Ask for stories: “Tell me 

something that’s going well for you?” “What’s a great memory you’ve had this summer?” Be 

curious and listen. 

Stories need experiences and emotion. When was the last time your board meeting created 

a memory that could be shared? How can you make sure your stakeholders have those 

memories that they will want to share? Think about how you can create memories in all you 

do. How can your events or meetings or volunteer activities create memories worth sharing? 

Encourage others to share experiences with their circles of influence. Staff, board, volunteers, 

program participants and donors can all share their memories. When we make our events, 

our meetings, or our interactions memorable, then the stories will get shared. 

Stories are the most reliable way to market, so use them! When others outside your 

organization share a story, it comes with so much more credibility because its authentic 

sharing. Focus on making memories and sharing those stories, and grow your visibility, 

connections and engagement.

Focus on listening

Encourage memory creation. 

Empower sharing. 

How to create a culture that values stories
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What to do when you 
DON’T want the 

story shared
My previous tip told you how to create stories and share them. This week, I promised to tell 

you what to do when you DON’T want the story shared. 

Nonprofits are afraid of controversy and scandal. 

15.
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The news cycle moves faster and faster these days. One story will probably not mean nearly 

as much as you think it does. I used to say, “Today’s news is tomorrow’s puppy pad.” There 

will be something new in a few days or even hours. And when there is scandal or controversy, 

it galvanizes people to their perspective. If they loved you before, they will love you again. 

If they didn’t love you, they weren’t your people anyway.

If you follow the tenants of my book Courageous Communication®, you already know 

the benefits of authenticity and transparency. Trust is everything. And authenticity and 

transparency are the keys to building and keeping trust. In my book I give the example of 

Scholarship Foundation closing the ScholarShop. The staff and board were clear about the 

reason for closing and took the time to explain the situation, trusting their supporters would 

understand. They did.

Stories get shared because the storyteller wants to be heard and understood. When 

ScholarShop closed, the executive director and communications manager said they 

understood because they loved the store too! Listening and empathizing, without trying to 

convince or change, will go a long way. Hear the story, get into their head, ask questions. 

Strive to understand. When people feel heard then they will seek to understand. And then 

their story changes and it becomes one of empathy and respect.

Keep perspective. 

Trust your supporters. 

Listen.

Here’s how you can help your nonprofit when the story is not a good one and 

you’d rather, well, have everyone stop talking about.

Controversy: when one group wants a story shared, and the other one doesn’t

Scandal: when no one wants the story shared!
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This could be a good thing. Your true supporters will come through. When Stray Rescue of 

St. Louis struggled with a distemper outbreak at their shelter, they used it as an opportunity 

to learn better shelter management and care. And they told the story of the outbreak, their 

heartbreak, their lessons learned and their changes, all with authenticity and transparency. 

They raised money and galvanized support of their loyal donors and got new donors in the 

process. 

I will never forget Randy Grim going live on Facebook in the lobby of Stray Rescue crying 

at the death of the dogs in their care. He wasn’t polished, he wasn’t rehearsed, he was real. 

His emotion was palpable. Admit when you were wrong, apologize, and share your lessons 

learned. Admitting failure shows strength and respect. 

Controversy. Crisis. Yes, these scary C words freak us out in the risk-averse nonprofit culture. 

Here’s the thing, and the EXACT POINT of my book and the entire reason I started my 

company. If you are doing or saying something interesting, someone is not going to like it, 

and that’s ok. Stop trying to convince people to care, find the people who share your heart 

and mission and speak to them. 

Marketing and fundraising are hard because we are trying to CONVINCE people to 

care instead of finding like-minded people and CONNECTING with them. When the 

ScholarShop closed, there really weren’t that many people who were fans of the mission of 

the organization. By closing the shop and showing donors they were good stewards of the 

funds in their care, they galvanized support of people who cared about the mission. 

Reframe the crisis. 

Forget the polish and be authentic. 

Stop fearing the c words.



49

Why your Facebook 
posts are irritating
We have all seen it: the “vague booking” post that 

goes something like this:

16.
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“I am having such a bad day.”

“Good things are coming soon.”

“I wonder if it is all worth it?”

What happened to your day? What is coming? What is worth it? 

Where’s the rest of the story?

Those posts are irritating because they are emotion without experience. 

Here’s the other kind of irritating post…another food picture, another sunset, another photo 

of song display on the radio. These are experiences that don’t speak to us because the 

storyteller is not sharing emotion.

Experience plus emotion creates a memory and when we share a memory it is a story. 

Your posts are experiences plus emotion, make them even better for the reader by sharing 

something of value to them. For every story there is an outside story, which is the actual 

narrative, and an INSIDE story, which is the lesson learned. What can your reader gain from 

the story you are sharing? That is the what makes a story memorable.

Even better, do this…
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WAARYNPM: Why 
acronyms are ruining your 

nonprofit marketing
Many nonprofits are made up of a series of letters made to spell a word or are a series of 

letters said as a word. These are very popular in the nonprofit world. i am not sure why or 

how this trend got started but it needs to stop and here’s why.

17.
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At a time when instant communication is more important than ever, being easy to understand 

is key to gaining new engagement. 

Reducing your mission and purpose to a series of letters lessens the impact of both. You lose 

the words that make your organization unique in the marketplace.

The most common way we share our brand is verbally. An acronym asks the listener to 

remember a series of letters and what each stands for in their head. This barrier makes it 

hard for people to connect with and remember us, and lessens the impact of word-of-mouth 

marketing.

There’s a burden to the reader or listener, and there’s a burden to the speaker or writer. 

Having to constantly spell out the acronym is frustrating for the nonprofit staff.

Those people who read your grant proposal have to keep an alphabet soup of acronyms in 

their heads. Stop with the shorthand and spell it out. In a competitive grant making situation, 

you don’t want any barriers to understanding. 

If your purpose is to engage new donors, speaking in a code new folks don’t understand 

only cause alienation. 

Acronyms are static series of letters that create little energy or denote passion or action. 

An acronym places the burden on the reader to decode and understand. 

An acronym hides your organization’s magic. 

Acronyms are hard to say. 

You continually have to translate. 

You make funders cry. 

Your shorthand is alienating. 

There’s no action word. 
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Many years ago when I first started working with Foster and Adoptive Care Coalition, 

I was facilitating a board meeting and many in the staff said they work for “FACC.” So, no. 

All the words that made them wonderful…foster, adopt, care…were boiled down to some 

boring letters. Instead of FACC, we shorten to The Coalition. 

 Forai was an acronym and instead of the translation, Forai became its own word. The 

same with Oasis Institute. It was an acronym, then was dropped to all caps word then 

capitalized word. I can’t remember what each acronym was now and won’t say them here, 

but you can check out their websites to see how they adjusted.

 Justine Petersen did this years ago when they were Justine Petersen Housing and 

Reinvestment Something Something I can’t remember. It would up being JCHRC or something 

like that. Now, the name is Justine Petersen and even if you don’t understand what or who 

that is, it is more compelling and easier to remember than a series of letters.

You aren’t saving much money or time with an abbreviation. Say what you are. Every time. 

Take the time to say all of who you are and let that ride. You don’t even have to abbreviate 

it in writing. You are not saving time and money if you create confusion in your listeners or 

readers. 

The other day I was at Foster and Adoptive Care Coalition naming a new program. We 

worked through my system and came up with Families United. A staff member said, “What if 

we abbreviate it? It’s FU.” Then don’t abbreviate it! Ever! I know in social work world, there 

are a lot of acronyms. That’s ok…for them. In marketing, clarity is the goal. You can’t increase 

your influence by confusing or boring your audiences.

Keep the full name and use a shortened version that is not an acronym. 

Ok so if you are with a nonprofit that has an acronym, what do you do?

Drop the acronym and just use the word it spells.

Drop some words and shorten the name.

Just say it. 

http://Foster and Adoptive Care Coalition
https://www.forai.org/
https://www.oasisnet.org/
http://www.justinepetersen.org/
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What is your mess, 
moment or mission?

Most nonprofits STRUGGLE to connect with new donors. They are either trying to survive, 

feel like they are competing for limited dollars or are so happy they are not in the first two 

and become complacent. 

18.
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Do you want to thrive?

Few can say they are in THRIVE mode…where energy, and resources and donors are flowing 

to them. They want to increase their influence to increase their income to increase their impact. 

But they don’t know how to increase influence. Here’s why:

Nonprofits are born out of three things or a combination of three things. A mess, 

moment or mission.

Our messages are rooted in those messes, moments and missions. We tell people: Here’s 

other people’s messes, help them out of it. Help us make moments for others. Help us create 

across the board change. YOU can help US. 

The messages are rooted your organization’s messes, moments and missions. And the 

messages don’t connect.

The connection stops because it doesn’t speak to your audiences. What if the message was: 

WE can help YOU.

Your audiences, each individual person, has their own mess, moment and mission. I have 

mine, you have yours. I tell my story when I do presentations, so people understand that 

what I do is aligned with who I am. Alignment is one of the first steps to creating influence, 

and I always model what I teach. 

Mess: a bad time or period of life like addiction, disease, homelessness. 

Moment: a moment that shapes and changes lives like going to camp, a theatre 

performance or graduation.

Mission: policy, advocacy and changing the larger structure. 
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My mess is that I was a later in life child. My mom had five kids in six years, just over six years 

later, here I come. My family nickname was Michelob, because their slogan at the time was 

“The unexpected pleasure.” Now my family thought this was hilarious but as a kid, I didn’t 

know how to filter this. I call it the Crime of Existence. I am fundamentally flawed because I 

was a mistake. My very existence is wrong. 

This informed my childhood in two ways. 1. Because I often felt left out or left behind, I 

develop a strong sense of empathy. 2. I decided no one would forget me and I demanded 

A LOT of attention. I became the family comic relief. (It is no accident that I speak and coach 

nonprofits…I used those two experiences to my advantage.)

Then I had my moment. The day I was sitting in my therapist’s office talking about how 

someone criticized me. She said, “Maryanne, criticism is the same as praise.” To which I 

replied, “Well that’s ridiculous because one makes you feel good and other makes you feel 

like crap.” And she said, “Praise and criticism are just other people’s opinions of you.”

And that’s when it hit me. All of my clients are overly dependent on praise and terrified of 

criticism. They want to please everyone, so they aren’t saying anything interesting and are 

getting lost in the clutter.

And thus, my mission, Courageous Communication®, was born. 

True story.
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What is your mess, moment and mission? What are the messes, moments and missions of 

your supporters?

To increase your influence, send messages that resonate with your audiences’ messes, 

moments and missions and see if there is alignment. Do we share an affinity for a mess we’ve 

been through, a moment we shared or a mission we are on? If so, let’s talk. If not, that’s ok. 

Here’s an example. “Through the years, we have helped countless seniors. Your gift will 

bring comfort and hope to those who need it.”

That’s lovely. And boring.

Instead, how about connecting through their senior messes, moments and missions. Share 

your expertise in caring for older folks. Show how much you know and care by using that 

to help others. Not just ask for money but be of value to them. “How to keep your senior 

parent active.” “How to know when it is time for assisted living.” “You want to create great 

memories for the seniors in your life, we do too.” 

To attract new people, first be of value to them. Help them solve their own messes, create 

their moments and realize their missions. Sharing your expertise is the best way to increase 

your influence. You show what you know and help others. WIN WIN!



58

Get through this phase, 
and you will be thriving

Most nonprofits don’t have the influence they want. They don’t have the energy, people 

and money flowing to them even though they are doing good work. Why is that? Here’s the 

biggest reason. 

Get ready for a truth bomb!

19.

COURAGEOUS COMMUNICATION



59

COURAGEOUS COMMUNICATION

It is not what you do or don’t do, it is that you are not consistent in your efforts.

Let me back up. I have a chart on my office wall. It has the five phases of business development. 

The phases work for a new business, campaign or any new initiative. 

What keeps us from not gaining the influence we need to grow our income and grow our 

impact? 

Getting from Implementation to Momentum. 

All that energy and excitement and an idea hits the market and then…..whah whah wha 

horns….nothing happens. You assume it was your idea that was the problem. Ok, let’s find a 

new idea, let’s try a new thing. 

WOAH! I thought of something new! I am genius! This will be wonderful! Let’s put on a show, 

we can use my dad’s barn! All the energy of possibility comes forward. 

This is when the idea goes into action and meets the market. In this phase, you may be doing 

a lot of work and not getting a lot out of it. 

Things start to take off. It’s working! It can feel like a roller coaster with lots of ups and downs. 

Stay grounded. 

Now you’ve done it and you can go back and do it all again. 

Now that the system is working, you can tweak and get feedback and improve.

Idea

Implement

Momentum

Integration

Stabilization
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Clients will say: We tried that, and it didn’t work. 

“Ok, what didn’t work about it?” 

“Well, no one responded.”

After a little more investigating it was clear that there wasn’t devotion to the idea. When the 

payoff wasn’t immediate, then everything stopped. Other stuff got in the way. 

New ideas, campaigns, initiatives take intention, focus, time and energy. STAY IN IT… in 

that part where you are doing a lot and not getting much back. It usually takes more time 

than you think to catch on. No one’s responding to my posts or reading the blog. Why even 

bother?

The reason most of our campaigns or ideas aren’t successful isn’t because they were bad, it 

is because we quit before they could catch on. A branding coach once told me it takes seven 

to eight months for a new idea to take hold. You may have to blog for a while before people 

read it, or post without much feedback. 

One thing I know for sure: if you stop, it won’t work at all. 

Stay devoted. Stay consistent. Here’s how you can do that. 

Decided what daily or weekly activities need to happen for you to reach that fundraising 

goal or that breakthrough in visibility. Then track those activities each week. 

Develop key performance indicators. 
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Keep your leadership grounded in how long it takes to launch something new. Let them 

stay with you in the devotion phase. Ask for and receive the gift of time to launch something 

new. It is like a baby…you got to be born before you can crawl, then walk, then run. If you 

manage their expectations up front, you can get the time you need to make real change.

If you lead or are on staff in a small shop, find or create circles of accountability outside your 

place with other ED’s or small shop staff. In a larger organization, you can create them in 

house. Meet or talk every week or month to make sure you are on track. 

I hold clients accountable for what they want to do. We develop those KPIs together and 

make sure they are implemented over the long term. I stay with them in that phase 2 so they 

can hit Momentum. 

The biggest block keeping us from thriving is being consistent communicators. This is even 

more important than what to say: keep saying it. Consistency and repetition are the key to 

raising your visibility. 

Once, I was hosting a discovery session to name a giving society. During the course of this 

discussion, a participant said that the organization had changed their tagline a year ago 

and people still weren’t catching on. “Maybe it’s not a good tagline!” someone else said. 

And then the room suddenly shifted, and the tagline needed changing. I harnessed that 

discussion by telling them two things.

In phase 2, it takes some faith in what you are doing so you will keep doing it. It can be so 

tempting to stop because it feels like nothing is taking hold. Keep at it. 

Manage expectations. 

Be accountable.

Hire a coach. 

Have faith. 
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The tagline is great, give it time to catch on. It has been a year which is so little time, and 

to make a new one is to start all over again.

Crisis averted. Now, if I wasn’t in the room, well, who knows…there may have been a tagline 

change. 

I see many instances of jumping from one message to another, one outreach method to 

another. It keeps you in a constant state of phase 2 because you have to get in there and get 

through that grind in order to see some efforts manifest. Marketing is frustrating because we 

go from phase 1 to 2 and back, without ever seeing the fruits of our efforts. 

Daily devotion to outreach activity is what will raise the visibility of your organization, so you 

can connect with new donors and raise more money! 

 

If someone doesn’t know the new tagline, that’s not a problem, that’s an opportunity to 

start a conversation!
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How to craft emails 
people will read

Email is the most reliable way to consistently reach your audiences with messages of value 

to them. Put some energy and intention behind growing that list. You need to be emailing 

regularly, and by regularly that means weekly. I invite you to consider mailing more often 

and saying less each time and remember to use an engaging title. 

20.
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Send one email per week the same time each week. Use one topic and make a call to action. 

And of course there are times when you want to break the routine for specific reasons like an 

upcoming event, or something urgent needs to be shared. Make sure you include a call to 

action so you can track action. Sometimes the action is “hit reply and tell me your thoughts,” 

or it is a link to an article or form. This way you can track action and you can go into your 

email system and see who clicked through and follow up with them.

If you are creating an e-newsletter, do this: At the top of the email, have each article 

or topic listed with jump links down to the article. This allows readers to see what’s in the 

email without scrolling. Consider segmenting your lists and targeting information to specific 

audiences instead of sending all information to the whole lists. The more focused the email 

topic, the more likely it is to be read. 

Open rates go up on weekends so don’t be afraid to mail on the weekend, and also 

experiment with different days. 

More than 50 percent of opens are on a mobile device, so emails need to be shorter and 

scrollable. Make sure to have big buttons for fingers to hit links. Limit images for faster 

download.

Write informally and to a single person, using “you.” Email is coming into someone’s inbox, 

and that’s personal space. Do readers know this is a mass email and not actually speaking to 

them? Yes they do! But even with that, we like the illusion of the personal. Write like you were 

talking to a friend. Easy and breezy. Use bold and all caps judiciously. Make your sentences 

and paragraphs short.

Use the Magic Formula- one email, one topic, one call to action, once a week

Write to a person
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Pose a question, challenge thinking, create urgency or tell a story. 

 X ways you can help 

 Can I ask you a question?

 Don’t think you can make a difference? You are wrong.

 Can we count on your support today?

 It was her worst day and we were there to help   

Focus less on what you want people to know and more about what they want to know. Give 

them helpful content that is simple, clean and easy to read. Make sure the email serves the 

recipient. Use less “I’ and more “You,” even when telling a story. “You won’t believe what 

happened next.” “I learned something new and can’t wait to share it with you.” Even if you 

share a personal story, make it meaningful to the reader.

Promotional content  about the activities, accomplishments and needs of your organization.

Testimonial content with stories from those your serve and those who support your work

Expert content that shares your expert insights. If you are an expert on active senior living 

or educating kids, share this with your readers. (5 ways to be more active every day. 6 

strategies to make homework time more productive.) You are experts at something, and 

sharing that expertise serves your readers and positions you as an expert and leader.

With one topic once a week, you may feel like you want to only send promotional content. 

If readers don’t get value, they won’t open. Make sure to give value to them with content 

that serves their needs, and they will then want to take action. A three to one ratio of expert 

versus promotional content is best. You will have higher open rates and more click throughs 

to your website and you can have other promotional messages there.

Write an engaging title

Give them good content
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Use them in the email, but not so much it takes away from the content. And if you don’t know 

your keywords go to SEMrush.com and find them. 

Test how your readers are experiencing your email and to make sure links are easy to click 

with fingers on a phone. And proofread. Nothing helps you see an error like hitting “send,” 

so make sure you proof the work. 

so they go out no matter what happens. Being consistent communicator and delivering value 

every week is key to getting higher open rates.

Why should anyone sign up for your newsletter? Tell the benefit or give a lead magnet: 

something juicy so they will want to give their address.

 Don’t: Sign up for our newsletter

 Do: Sign up for the latest news on how we are ending homelessness

 Do: Get your guide to things you can do everyday to help end homelessness.

Use your SEO keywords 

Test on phone and laptop 

Plan your emails for the month and set them up and send them weekly

Tell the benefit 
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Case study: what your 
nonprofit marketing effort 

needs…for sure
In Oprah’s new book, What I Know for Sure, she shares her fundamental, unwavering, tried 

and true-life lessons. (I highly recommend the audio version because she narrates, and it is 

great to hear her words in her voice.) When I struggle with understanding issues in my own 

life, I go to the same question: What do I know for sure? This grounds me in what I do know 

and helps me navigate what I don’t. 

21.
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Once he was armed with messages that quickly and easily shared 

the Institute’s vision, he started connecting with donors, which led 

to a more than $1 million grant from a private funder. 

It is the same for marketing. There are things I know FOR SURE in nonprofit marketing. The 

unwavering, tried and true lessons. Here’s the top one.

What I know for sure: 

No one will give to an organization they don’t know, 

can’t find or don’t understand. 

You have to be known, findable and easily understood before there’s any hope of connecting 

to new donors or resources. The strength of your marketing is the strength of that connection. 

The Institute for Child Welfare Innovation found out how important it was to be known, 

findable and easily understood. The Institute is a new organization that grew from the Foster 

and Adoptive Care Coalition. As an organization that provides advocacy, policy and 

replication, the executive director, Ian Forber-Pratt, knew he needed a clear and compelling 

message to attract funders to a brand-new organization. 

Ian and his team, along with Coalition staff members, met with me for a half-day messaging 

workshop. During those four hours we developed a tagline, agency description and talking 

points. 

Just as much as getting the words right is going through the process to understand your 

organization’s value. The intention of the words is as important as the words themselves. By 

diving into both the passion and the practical, we created messaging that resonated with the 

receiver. 

That’s a half day, $1,500 investment. Yes, there’s that much power in how you position your 

organization.
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We teach child welfare agencies how to serve children 

and families better so they can improve outcomes. 

Here’s what we developed.

Once we had that tagline, we dove into the talking points. The first part of talking points is 

an agency description, that answers the question, “So what do you do?” Although people 

are REALLY asking the question, “What difference to do you make?” We tend to answer the 

literal question and give a laundry list of programs and services. An agency description tells 

what you do, for whom and the outcomes you get. Then from there we dove into the why. 

What do we do?

How do we do it?

We do it in three ways: we replicate, collaborate, advocate.

Starting with an evidence base, we work directly with child welfare agencies on how to 

implement proven programs and support them during replication and scaling.

We collaborate with child welfare agencies to learn in partnership for how to better 

programs.

We advocate for positive system change and reform in child welfare. 

Then part three of talking points is to give each audience a reason to care by highlighting the 

parts of the organization that most resonate with them. Step four is the call to action. 

Having a clear, compelling tagline, agency description and talking points are what I know 

for sure you need to connect with any new supporter. 

Institute for Child Welfare Innovation

Creative solutions for family well-being
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How to write content 
people will read

I get a lot of questions about what kind of content to create…content that will actually be of 

service to readers. I saw this question in a Facebook nonprofit communication group, and 

this is pretty typical of many nonprofits’ concerns. 

22.
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Much of our content has been created by seasoned comms professionals, but it’s not 

written in a user-centric way - it’s very one-way/broadcast style, talking at the audience 

and inwardly focused. I want to help the team think more like user-centric content 

designers.

How can you create content that is two-way, of value to readers, and moves them to action?

First, let’s look at the types of content you already create. 

Promotional content: this is the stuff you want people to know about…your events, 

fundraising asks, upcoming activities, recaps of events and campaigns. This is the stuff that 

makes you look good and you are excited to share.

Testimonial content: these are the stories of those you serve or those who are involved 

with your organization. These are the third-party validation you share about your work. This 

is so your donors and readers know the impact they have and the lives their involvement 

touches.

Both of these are pretty typical content. And I know you are making them donor-centric using 

the “you” a lot and making sure you communicate gratitude for them. But there’s a third kind, 

and it is the least utilized and most powerful kind of content. 

BEHOLD! Expert content. 

Expert content is content that is helpful to people because your organization is an expert 

at SOMETHING. Foster and Adoptive Care Coalition is an expert at family counseling, 

managing grief and trauma, creating healthy family communication. Stray Rescue of St. 

Louis is an expert at dog training, dog socialization. Grundy County Community Foundation 

is an expert at building community, mobilizing giving and creating alliances.
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What is your organization an expert at? What are lessons that you can share so others 

can benefit, even if those others are not those you serve? I think we feel like our expertise 

is focused on those we serve, but that expertise gives us lessons that can be shared with so 

many others. 

I facilitated a day-long marketing planning session with T.E.A.C.H. Missouri last week. It 

provides scholarships and support to childcare professionals looking to advance their 

education and careers. What are T.E.A.C.H. Missouri experts at? How to manage full-time 

work and higher education, taking the plunge of going back to college as an older adult, 

how to advance your career in childcare. 

Here’s the beauty of expert content: it is helpful to others while showcasing your expertise. 

You can say you are an expert or a thought leader, or you can be one. Developing expert 

content allows you to be helpful and promotional without coming off that way. When you 

create something of value to others, people will share it, and that raises the visibility of your 

organization and connects you to the avatars you are searching for. Here are some more 

examples.

• Five ways to make homework less stressful

• How to find the right pet for your family

• What going to college as an adult is really like (hint: it is not what you think)

• How to manage a teen in crisis (Could someone write this for me please?)

• How to engage volunteers in your next event (Yes, you can even develop content to help 

other nonprofits.)

72

Our website is not effective as it could be

We are struggling writing compelling messaging for our appeal letters

Our social media is not gaining traction
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You are experts at so many things that can help people. And what gets shared, viewed, 

read and saved? Content that is entertaining or educational. Both those create value. This 

increases your influence so that you can increase your income (find new donors) to increase 

your impact (grow and do more). Expert content builds influence and raises your visibility 

because you are now seen as an expert. 

Remember, the Mess/Moment/Mission of storytelling? Our stories are born of messes…

struggles, challenges, setbacks. Those then spark a moment of clarity, the AHA moment that 

you realize the lesson to be learned or the new path to go on. Then that becomes a mission 

for change. Everyone has messes. You do, I do. Your clients do. 

Expert content can help solve those messes, provide clarity and increase the visibility of your 

organization. That, my friend, is a WIN WIN WIN.

You can even include a call to action. “If you were helped by our guide to managing 

communication with your teen, consider supporting our teen crisis hotline, where we guide 

teens in crisis to safety.” 

Now, how are you going to figure out what those messes are? What are people struggling 

with and how can what you know help them? 

Know your people. Develop specific audience profiles (avatars) so you can understand 

the needs of who you are trying to reach. It is about demographics and characteristics, 

but it is about their messes, moments and missions. What are they struggling with? What 

change do they want to see in the world? Get in their head. 

Look it up. Go to the website SEMRush and get a free account. This website helps you 

find and manage keywords. Click on Keyword Analytics and then the Keyword Magic 

tool. Put in any words you want, and you will get a list of that keyword or phrase with 

related words. Now, here’s the cool part. On the left, you will see a button that has 
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Our job as marketers is not to convince people to care but to connect with like-minded 

people. All we are doing is exploring messes, moments and missions to see if they align. If 

they do, there is potential for a great relationship. 

ALL/QUESTIONS. Click questions…and what? Here’s a list of questions people is asking 

about that topic. 

Listen. Hear stories of donors, supporters, event attendees. Be open to hearing those 

messes, moments of clarity and missions it puts them on. Be open to receiving and tapping 

into what others are saying. Lessen the need to pitch, sell, convince or even coerce. Just 

hear what people are saying and respond to those needs. Being of service and to others 

means that you will be valued. 
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Nonprofit Marketing 
is a long game. Here’s 

how to win it
Last Thursday, I hosted a webinar for about 450 people. In the next 24 hours, I got dozens 

of emails from people requesting worksheets or asking to be on the email list. I wanted to 

respond to all of them in a timely manner. Also on Friday, I work on booking future speaking 

23.
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What do you think I did? What would you do?

These are choices you make every day. You have deadlines, meetings, four alarm personnel 

fires or emails that must be tended to today, and despite your best efforts to plan, strategize, 

build relationships or write that blog post, well, it just doesn’t happen. Then you wonder why 

your marketing efforts aren’t paying off like you want. 

Nonprofit marketing is a long game. You might not see results from what you 

do today for months or even years. 

And it is often tempting to put off the future efforts because the present is here, right now, 

waiting for us to get off that call and get into a meeting.

There is an inherent tension between the ever-demanding present and the far-off future. In 

order to grow anything, you need to learn to manage that tension. It is not going away. The 

demands of the present will not disappear to make room for growth. When we focus on 

today, tomorrow is uncertain. When you live only in the present, you create environments 

that survive day-to-day.

engagements. This is when I spend intentional time researching and connecting with speaking 

opportunities (and if you have one, let me know!). So now my Friday is going to be busier 

than anticipated because of the webinar emails. So what do I do to get it all done?

Punt the speaking engagement work for another day and get all those emails answered 

on Friday.

Work late on Friday to get the speaking engagement work done and answer all the 

emails.

Work on booking speaking engagements and answer all the emails I can in the time 

allotted, saving the rest for Monday.
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When you are managing your present while planning for your future, you are creating 

proactive environments that grow with intention and purpose, where your efforts lead to 

outcomes, and where marketing becomes easier because you have established brand 

awareness with money, resources and people flowing to you. 

If you want to grow your influence so you can grow your income and impact, it starts with 

a consistent and sustained marketing effort…even through gala season, or the holiday toy 

drive. Organizations that are thriving are ones that are managing their present and future at 

the same time. 

Sound good? Then here’s five steps to winning the nonprofit marketing game.

Mindset work is not platitude or woo woo nonsense. It is science. Your beliefs create thoughts 

and those thoughts shape your external reality. People with a fixed mindset—those who 

believe that abilities are fixed—are less likely to flourish than those with a growth mindset—

those who believe that abilities can be developed. Organizations are made up of people 

that can shape a fixed or growth culture. No strategy will flourish under a fixed mindset. 

“This will never work,” or “We will never have time for this,” are fixed mindset stories that 

undermine efforts. “I am not sure how this will work but we will find a way,” or, “We will 

find the time for this,” are growth-mindset narratives. Look for and challenge fixed mindset 

thinking in yourself and in others. 

Nonprofit marketing efforts take time to get traction in the marketplace. Consistency and 

repetition are how you raise the visibility of your organization, and it will take time to see 

the fruits of your efforts. It may feel like what you are doing is not working and you’ll have 

the urge to stop and try something else. Stay focused and you will, after a time, feel the 

momentum happen. I took a workshop on podcasting and the host said it takes 40 episodes 

to make traction in the market. 40! I would have stopped after 5. It takes 7-8 months of 

Adopt a growth mindset. 

Stay focused. 
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There’s the big gala, or the holiday toy drive or the golf tournament that takes all your efforts 

and you can’t see how you can still produce a blog post or email every week during that 

time. I get it. Prepare for hectic times by creating timeless content ahead of time that you 

can use, maybe recycle some old content or put out shorter stories. There will always be 

hectic times…life comes at us; it is what it does. Prepare for those times in advance so you 

can keep your habits up and stay consistent. If you stop and start you will lose traction in the 

marketplace. 

Make your future your priority and it will be better than you ever expected. Eventually, you 

will have resources flowing to you instead of you chasing them.

And what did I do last Friday? I chose option 3: I did my speaker research, answered as 

many emails as I could on Friday and finished the rest on Monday. I put my future first 

because I know when I do that, then all else will work for me.

If you get off track or get distracted during gala season or the holiday toy drive, then forgive 

and get back at it. Learn from these experiences and try again. 

Prepare for hectic times. 

Future first. 

Have grace. 

consistent blogging to start making traction in the marketplace. It helps to have an expert 

with experience to manage expectations and also the patience to build a program over 

time. What makes nonprofit marketing hard is the stop-start-stop-start of our efforts instead 

of focused, intentional efforts that have time to grow. 
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Can you imagine donors flocking to your nonprofit instead of you scrambling to find them? To 

end the stress of constantly finding new donors while keeping the ones you have? Maryanne 

Dersch specializes in helping nonprofit organizations increase their influence and connect 

with new donors so they can raise more money. 

She has spent almost thirty years working in the nonprofit world helping organizations 

understand and articulate their value so they can ask for and receive what they want, need 

and deserve. 

She is author of Courageous Communication: How Codependence Is Making Your Nonprofit 

Brand Boring and What to Do About It and founder of Superstar Fundraising Academy. She 

is leading a movement to change “nonprofit” to “human investment company” to accurately 

reflect the contributions of the sector. She’s known for her love of ultrahigh heels, extra-large 

Diet Cokes, and short karaoke rotations.

Get Maryanne’s other e-books, 

Stop Sitting Back and Start Making Change and 16 other powerful lessons for leading a 

thriving nonprofit...courageously!

Stop Asking for Money and 21 other powerful lessons to master fundraising…courageously

Go to maryannedersch.com for your free copy!

If you enjoyed this book, connect with Maryanne on social media

About Maryanne Dersch

http://maryannedersch.com
https://www.facebook.com/courageouscommunication/
https://twitter.com/maryannedersch
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCJ-yHxKpN84qFKVXeINch_w?view_as=subscriber
https://www.linkedin.com/in/maryannedersch/
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Maryanne speaks, trains and coaches 

nonprofit boards and staff on leadership, 

fundraising and marketing. She offers 

online courses, virtual training and onsite 

training.

Superstar Fundraising system will have 

donors flocking to your nonprofit like fans 

flock to superstars. 

Up Level Your Leadership teaches 

board members to embrace your mission, 

lead with confidence and create action 

and implement systems of accountability 

so your board can create the change you 

seek.

Up Level Your Influence teaches CEO’s, 

executive directors and senior leadership 

how to grow in their influence so they can 

lead more effectively and implement the 

changes they seek.

Fearless Fundraising teaches anyone in 

an organization how to move through fears 

around asking for money so they can ask 

for and receive what they want and need.

To book Maryanne to speak at your event, 

bookings@maryannedersch.com

To contact Maryanne about courses,

trainings or coaching, 

training@maryannedersch.com

mailto:bookings%40maryannedersch.com?subject=
mailto:training%40maryannedersch.com?subject=

