
This week marks 52 episodes – a year of weekly shows! Beth looks back at the year and 

highlights the major trends that came out of more than 40 hours of conversations on 

participation. And she shares what she’s learned from producing a weekly show. Listen in and 

see if the trends we are seeing are showing up in your organization.

***

Hello, this is Beth Brodovsky, and welcome to the 52nd episode of Driving Participation. We 

are a weekly program, so 52 marks one full year of amazing discussions on engagement – as 

well as figuring out how to get a show like this created and published every week. 

I wanted use this milestone to celebrate a year of participation. I am on my own today to 

share some of the common themes that have come out of over 40 hours of talking with 

experts on nonprofit communications. 

And since you know by now how much I love sharing the “how did you do that” tactics, I want 

to talk a bit about how having this podcast has been a huge game-changer for me. I’ll give 

you a behind the scenes peek at how it has impacted participation in my firm. 

To start, I want to thank all my wonderful guests. I am so grateful for their participation and 

willingness to jump in – many before the show even launched. 

I can’t imagine doing a solo show every week so I wouldn’t even have this program without 

so many people saying yes to me. And I still can’t believe that people did. Honestly, I was 

nervous about the whole thing in the beginning so I started out asking people I already 

knew well. After I got a little more comfortable I started asking people I was connected to on 

LinkedIn but didn’t really know personally. Then I stretched a little further and invited people 

on the spot who I met at conferences all over the country. With a few new connections under 

my belt, I started asking my guests to introduce me to people who should be on the show. 
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I started recording nearly a year before I even launched – and yet very few people have said 

no to me. It has given me a firsthand opportunity to experience building participation and see 

what makes people say yes. 

Over the year I got to speak to amazing people from all over the nonprofit sector. I decided 

to create a podcast on marketing and fundraising communications because I don’t think there 

are enough venues for people in organizations to learn about those topics. Most marketing 

education is focused on how for-profit businesses need to communicate. And many people 

who have to market and fundraise for organizations didn’t come from a communications 

background. You need to pick it up as you go, so I figured if I could share what is working for 

one organization, others could try it in their organization. 

I would love to hear from anyone who heard an idea on the show and tried it out in their 

organization. 

I try really hard to cover what’s working in all types of nonprofits - associations, charities, 

schools, universities and healthcare. I get people from the marketing side and from the 

fundraising side, because I believe when we have a cohesive message across getting people 

to show up, stick around and give back, organizations are stronger. 

And I like to hear from people on the inside working at a single nonprofit and people on the 

outside consulting with many organizations. 

Consultants are often overlooked as a resource in deference to insiders. I think it’s important 

to hear from both groups. Staff get to go deep with one organization, and consultants get 

different insight from doing similar work at many organizations. The vertical and horizontal 

perspectives are both needed. 

When I started I was curious what I would learn and if there would be any common threads 

across all the types of organizations and people. 

There have been so many times when I thought “I heard someone else say this,” and then 

realized it was someone from a completely different side of the conversation. When you have 

people in social media, donor relations and association membership all saying the same thing, 



its important to take a look and see what it might mean for other organizations. 

I am working on an in depth report on it that will be out later this summer, but today I 

wanted to share what I think are the biggest, most impactful insights from the year in talking 

participation. 

What Does Participation Mean?

I asked many of my guests “What does participation mean to you?” I am curious what type of 

involvement you think makes a difference in the success of your organizations. 

Elizabeth Engel said “engaged members to renew.” She went on to suggest that in 

associations, showing up shouldn’t be the only definition of engagement. Members may have 

joined for different reasons and pushing them to take the actions you want doesn’t create 

participation. 

Beth Anne Miller summed up the feeling like this: If people really enroll in what the mission is, 

if they really become committed and understand the idea behind it and what you are trying to 

achieve, then that is going to make them want to participate for the long term.

Inviting Involvement

Peggy Hoffman used the term becoming a “citizen” to describe when someone moves from 

being a participant to a contributor. As people get involved in your organization it’s like glue, 

and it connects them in a way that is just incredibly meaningful.

The trigger could be anything from when you’ve asked somebody to write an article, host 

an event or present at your conference. It might mean chairing a committee or becoming an 

ambassador. Or it could be as simple as giving that first gift. 

That act of moving from a user to a contributor—that’s the turning point, and we don’t 

provide enough opportunities to make that switch.  

This sounds just like how Justin Ware and John Haydon both suggested you find your most 



active online participants and invite them to become social ambassadors. 

Pick up the Phone

Time after time I asked guests “How did you do that or learn that or find that out?” And they 

all said the same thing. They asked.

I was amazed at the benchmarking that Tina Phillips was doing to gauge her efforts with 

alumni. When I asked her where she got comparison data she said she picked up the phone 

and called other schools and asked. 

Amanda Kaiser shared the success she has had at really understanding the needs and 

motivations of members. How is she doing it? Through 45-minute-long phone calls. And 

people thank her when she is done. 

The phone still works. And people are so resistant to using it that when you do, it stands out. 

Many guests talked about enlisting volunteers to make thank you calls. 

With the bright light shining on social media, I definitely noticed how many people talked 

about the phone as being their most valuable communication tool. 

In fact it was such a standout that I have a great guest coming on next month to talk about 

the impact and connections being made in a student call center. 

Find the Right Audience

The terms audience focused, donor focused and member focused are used liberally in 

communications. What impressed me about my guests is that none of them used it lightly. 

There was a consensus that it’s not enough to find any audience. You need to find the right 

audience for you and then figure out how to be the perfect fit for the people you have 

gathered. 

John Haydon really got to the heart of is when he said, “Find people who take the action you 



need. Those folks are going to be in the donor database. They are people who have passed 

the honeymoon phase. They’re sold. They’ve made the donation, volunteer or whatever.”

John was talking about action as it relates to sharing on Facebook but it’s remarkably similar 

to how Amanda focuses her member research. She says “It’s far better to talk to the people 

who love you the most … and maybe talk to the people who medium love you because the 

people who love you the most are going to give you all of these insights that really inform 

how you plan your strategy, how you think about your marketing, how you write your story, 

how you innovate. If you’re developing with your most loyal people in mind, then you’re 

going to attract more people like them. The organization will keep getting stronger and 

stronger because you have more of the kind of people who love you the most.”

I think the key here is to look at the behaviors of the people who keep your organization 

going.  Lynne Wester pointed this out on the fundraising side. She wants people to start 

segmenting their communications based on past behavior rather than on some abstract 

assumption you have about your community based on age or my socio-economic status.

Even Technology isn’t about Technology

Brian Massey described online conversions as a way to learn how to please your audience 

and keep your promises. That’s not even close to tech talk. He spent the episode talking 

about how you can use the capabilities of Internet search to learn the truth about what your 

audience really wants. And of course my favorite thing that he said was that, “It’s a crime not 

to give people a way to participate.” 

Then I had my friend and colleague Julie Friedman Bacchini on to talk about website design 

and made it clear that the only way a website works is if you prioritize who you are talking to. 

Lynne used the term “propensity screenings” when talking about someone’s willingness to 

give not having anything to do with how rich they are. I was amazed at how well that idea 

matched with what Julie, Brian and Stephanie Cockerl all discussed about intent in online 

search behavior. 



Collaboration

Of all the insights I got from this year, the impact of collaboration was the one that totally 

surprised me.  I guess I thought that nonprofits would be so protective of their donors and so 

worried about losing money to another organization that they would prefer to do things on 

their own. 

That couldn’t be farther from the case from what I have heard this year. 

Abigail Quesinberry used one of my favorite phrases of the year to describe what I expected 

to be the norm, saying that “Unfortunately organizations can sometimes be a bit turfy.” 

But if that is true, many, many of you are getting past it and making magical things happen.   

I noticed it first when Michael Norris and the crew from the Greater Philadelphia Cultural 

Alliance talked about getting the regional museums involved in a teen after-school program.  

They could never have developed their STAMP program without finding organizations who 

would offer free admission. 

Jamie McDonald of Network for Good talked about Baltimore’s GivingTuesday campaigns and 

how a group of cultural organizations pooled their resources to shine a light on giving to the 

arts. 

Tammy Zonker and Trent Thompson talked about a campaign they created to engage 

millenials through pop-up restaurants. 

Dana Heiman had a very direct role in creating collaboration when the Brandywine Health 

Foundation brought together health services in their region under one roof. Dana said of their 

role, “We can bring key people together that believe in a certain project and certain missions, 

get the ball rolling, invest in it, bring the great funders to the table, the right community 

leaders that are really going to get it off the ground and to watch it, nurture it, see it develop 

and then really not to stand in its way.”

And Abigail Quesinberry herself worked on creating National Brush Day with the Ad Council 

bringing together a coalition of 35 dental health organizations to latch on to this movement 



and to build something collectively. It worked, she says because it was something that was 

more about achieving a mission or a goal together.

What I’ve Learned from Podcasting

I wish I knew what made me decide I wanted to do a podcast. I am sure it had something to 

do with the fact that I had tried blogging and I couldn’t make myself stick with it. As I sure you 

can guess, I like to talk. 

When you think about creating content for your organization, I think that’s an important thing 

to factor in. Trying to do video if you feel uncomfortable on camera or create images for 

Pinterest if you struggle with design is going to frustrate you and fail. 

This is true whether your boss is telling you that you need to blog even though you despise 

writing or whether you are trying to convince your boss that they should start a podcast. 

Content marketing is really about becoming a publisher. And being a publisher is about 

delivering reliable, engaging content that your perfect person can’t wait to get. The format 

doesn’t matter.

You can take a question you have answered in an email a hundred times and build it up into a 

blog post, a newsletter article, a PowerPoint presentation, a video a podcast topic, anything. 

You can also go the other way and take a video that you recorded at an event and break it 

down by getting it transcribed, editing it into pieces or pulling out still image and adding 

quotes to them. 

Having a piece of media that you publish regularly and become know for is incredibly 

valuable. 

In the case of the podcast, I have been amazed at what has come out of doing it. 

It’s a great way to reconnect with people who know you a little. If you have a database or a 



bunch of people on your LinkedIn you never talk to, publishing something is a great excuse 

to reach out to them and ask them to participate in what you are doing. It demonstrates value 

and respect for them and draws them closer to you. Wouldn’t it be nice to ask someone to be 

a guest on your blog, podcast or video rather than for a check? 

It lets you ask your current network for introductions. Your fans probably have some friends 

just like them who would be great people for you. Asking my guests who I should have on 

next has been a great way expand my circle.

It has helped me connect with people I wanted to know. There are always people you admire 

and feel are too big to want to talk to you. I know I am a raging extrovert but it’s true for me, 

too. Having the podcast lets me reach out to great people on your behalf. When I feel too 

small, I always focus on the how much you will appreciate the guest sharing their story. And 

amazingly, almost no one has said no. And I discovered that people are just people no matter 

how large they seem online or on stage. 

It gets me in front of people every week talking about interesting topics rather than selling. 

I have trouble doing anything regularly. I am an artist and an entrepreneur – two things not 

known for linear processes and repetition. But with this I feel I owe you an episode. The public 

nature of the podcast forces me to generate content every week no matter what. One episode 

had sound problems, and I had planned to re-record it at home. It was the night before I had 

to get on a plane, and I ended up in my closet at midnight because my son unexpectedly 

showed up with a houseful of loud college boys. Do I have willpower and self-discipline? Trust 

me, that’s not it. I am a total people pleaser, and I thought I’d let you down if there was no 

show when I promised one. 

But that regularity is paying off. My engagement on Twitter, Facebook and LinkedIn is way up. 

Everywhere I go people are telling me they see the posts. And I am fairly sure the last client 

we got came from a recommendation from someone who sees my posts online. 

Publishing content works. So think about what your audience wants to know about and where 

you could lead the conversation. I guarantee it will be a game changer for you, too. 



And last, I want to thank my amazing team who helps me get the show out every week. With 

running Iris Creative and Nonprofit Toolkit I could never have added a third thing without 

people and processes. It all started with finding my fabulous audio editor, Mindy, who walked 

me through getting set up and now edits the show every week. Every episode is transcribed 

by Gabby, who I found on fiverr. Then my in-house team goes to work. Monica created all 

the original artwork and look for the show, and now Angela and Marielle design the episode 

graphics and transcription document. Marissa started as an intern and stayed all year writing 

our show notes pages and handling all the social media. As she graduates, we welcome Joe 

and Meghan as interns this summer. 

All this helps frees me up to focus on finding amazing guests, recording the shows and 

writing my personal LinkedIn posts. Ellen, my operations director, keeps me on track and on 

schedule. 

We really have it down to a seamless process now. I have a number of upcoming shows 

recorded and interestingly a trend that is already showing up is how having structure and 

boundaries actually increases creativity. It seems counter-intuitive but I can tell you from 

managing creative work for 26 years it is absolutely true. 

If you missed any of the episodes this year, I’d encourage you to go back and listen. I have 

been re-listening to get ready for this show, and after being horrified by how I sound, I picked 

up so many little gems that I didn’t catch when I was recording the session. I am working on 

a project now to pull out some of the great quotes, tips, book and technology suggestions 

that my guests have made this year. I’ll be putting them together so you can have it all in one 

place so stay tuned for download links that will be coming out soon.

So now I want to put it out to you. What do you want to learn next about Driving 

Participation? 

One of my goals this year is to challenge myself to be brave. I started this show by talking to 

my friends. Next year I want to be bold and ask people to come on and share their story with 

you that I would never dream would say yes. So challenge me. Whose secrets would you love 

to know so that you can copy? Who has taught you more than anyone? Whose ideas are so 



brilliant that we need to get them on the show? What are you looking to learn next?

I would love your suggestions, so let’s try something fun. Record a voice memo on your phone 

to let me know what you want to learn or who you want to hear from. Then email it to me at 

beth@iriscreative.com. When I get the guest or topic on I’ll include your story in the show. 

Thank you for listening. Some of the most beautiful stories I heard this year were about the 

importance of oozing with gratitude. So I want to be sure you know I am most grateful for all 

of you who are part of this community. Keep listening, share your ideas and I’ll see you next 

week for another year of participation!


