
Beth: Hello, this is Beth Brodovsky, and welcome to Driving Participation. Today I have an 

opportunity to speak with a group of terrific people. I am speaking with the Development 

Communications team from The George Washington University, so I have Amanda Charney, 

who is the senior director of development communications, Joan Ochi, who is also a senior 

director of development communications, and Lauren Walinsky, who is the senior director of 

development communications and alumni. Thank all of you for joining me today. I connected 

with this group of people when I think was it the CASE Conference we were all at where you 

were speaking?

Lauren: Yes, CASE District II back in February.

Beth: So this recording is quite a long time in planning, and I’m thrilled to be able to have 

everyone on because the group did a fabulous presentation on the capital campaign that, 

you’re not finished with it. You’re still working on the capital campaign, right?

Lauren: Right. It runs through 2018.

Beth: You’re in the middle of it right now, but you’ve been doing some really interesting 

and effective communications around the program and not every organization always has 

the opportunity to do or even knows the kind of things you should or could do with a capital 

campaign, and I really loved how you all approached it. I thought it would be a perfect time 

to bring you on to talk about the communication side around doing a capital campaign. 

Thanks so much. I appreciate you guys doing this today. If you could all just briefly start, it’s 

always a little challenging when you have a group of people. I always think it’s interesting how 

people ended up doing the work that they’re doing, so if each of you could just talk a little bit 

about how you ended up in higher education or even doing nonprofit communications and a 

little bit of what your role is on this type of work in the organization. That’s a great way for us 

to kick it off today. Amanda, why don’t you start.
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Amanda: Sure. Well this was actually a second career for me. I started out, I got a journalism 

degree from the University of Missouri and had spent about 15 years in magazine journalism 

for both for-profit and nonprofit organizations. There just came a time where I was interested 

in a broader communications career and wanted to make a change so I found my way to GW 

and a more marketing and strategic communications role so that was new, but also new to me 

was fundraising. I’ve been here now for two years. I’ve learned a lot. I’m not quite an expert 

yet, but I’m learning a lot, especially from Joan and Lauren.

Beth: That’s great. It’s nice to have a different perspective coming into the group probably. 

Amanda: Yes.

Beth: How about you, Joan?

Joan: I like to call myself a corporate refugee because I have an MBA from Columbia and 

started out my career in the private sector. I worked in banking and I worked for HP, Hewlett 

Packard, before I worked here, but once I, my passionate goal has literally been in the 

nonprofit sector and once my student loans were paid off I made the jump over and worked 

in a variety of different nonprofits, from very small sort of start-up organizations to very large, 

but I joined the university about two and a half years ago, and one of the things I was really 

looking for was a community to work in. I had worked in international nonprofits, which were 

doing really cool work, but the work was going on thousands of miles away, and I really 

wanted to feel like I was part of the community where we got to interact with the beneficiaries 

and faculty and students and be on campus and sort of be around that energy, so it’s been a 

great experience in that regard. 

Beth: It’s so interesting. I just find this question so interesting because people who have 

reached the point where they’re in senior level positions tend to be the people who tend 

to not have that degree in nonprofit management. The different skills and backgrounds that 

people are bringing to development is really interesting especially being a university that 

has invited people in from corporate careers is nice because not all universities see that as 

valuable. 

Joan: Right.



Beth: Lauren, how about you?

Lauren: Sure, I received my bachelor’s actually in psychology from William and Mary and 

worked at AOL, formerly America On Line, for about four and a half, five years and then I 

did a little industry-hopping as well. I went to a law firm for a couple of years and then to 

a nonprofit before finding my way to GW and I’m currently also pursuing a masters at GW 

in organizational management, which as Joan pointed out the nice thing about being in a 

community of educators is you can take part in the business that we’re also selling. 

Beth: Yeah, it is such a great opportunity. You all have really interesting and diverse careers 

in corporate and giant corporate and technology and law and all kinds of different things. 

Because I had the opportunity to talk to a group like this, what do you see as the big 

differences between corporate communications and nonprofit and higher ed communications, 

and is there a difference between your more traditional charitable nonprofit experiences and 

the higher ed work that you do?

Amanda: This is Amanda. Just coming from the world of journalism, I’ve seen a lot of actual 

similarities in the work that I used to do and what I do now. There’s always an end user so to 

speak, like a member of an organization or there’s someone who is impacted by a story here 

at GW, it’s somebody who is impacted by fundraising, a student or a faculty member, so in 

my universe it’s very content story driven all of our universes, but including my background in 

journalism, that’s where the similarities are. There’s always somebody at the end of the story 

that impacted or benefited from the work that you’re doing.

And I would say there are a lot of similarities in sort of the core work. I mean, marketing and 

communications are about persuading people to do things so our constituents are a little 

bit different than they would be in the corporate sector, but we still have a value proposition 

and so much of our communications is about getting that message across and I think the real 

difference is part of the strong mission orientation of a nonprofit organization and particularly 

we feel that in the university.

Beth: Yeah, I think that is a really good point and it is interesting that many of the people 

that I talk to just see nonprofit communications as so different and I think a lot of times what 



people see is the money. They look at the money first and if they don’t have the money to do 

the things and there’s isn’t a single thing that any of you said that had to do with money. At 

the core, despite the budgets aside, there’s large and small companies and there’s large and 

small nonprofits. Communications really does have to be more than just what you can spend 

on execution.

Lauren: Right, I would add, this is Lauren, I would add that backgrounds at AOL we focused 

a lot on advertising as a means of communication and now it’s much more grassroots. Your 

point about budget, so it’s social media and peer to peer and part of that is just trending the 

industry and nonprofits in general, but I think you have a lot more opportunity in a nonprofit 

organization to be more creative and nimble.

Beth: Right, and Lauren, you know that what you guys really did was send us all 8 million CDs.

Lauren: I used to have them up on my cube wall, actually, designs by all the artists who 

sponsored us, though so that’s cool.

Beth: It’s so funny. What do we do now in a world that doesn’t exist anymore, but that is sort 

of an interesting note because we hear all the time an ad now is all social media or now it’s all 

this. There’s always this assumption that something goes completely away and another thing 

completely comes in and replaces it, but in the work that you’re doing in communications, are 

you seeing that? Are you seeing things that you used to do are completely gone or is it just 

more things getting added and redistributed?

Lauren: I would say the latter. I mean I think anytime you look at a communications campaign, 

we’re looking at a multi-pronged approach. We always look at the different platforms, 

depending on where the audience is, what the message is, how we want to reach them, who 

should be giving the message. We’re on email, direct mail, social media, web, digital ads. I 

mean, we’re still doing it all. 

Beth: Right, and people say to us all the time “How do you survive as a company now that 

no one does print anymore?” When you don’t see it or when you’re focused on what people 

are talking about all the time, it’s easy to think that all that stuff has gone away, but really 

it’s just everyone’s jobs and responsibilities have expanded that you have to now be masters 



of all of this. In the work that you’re doing in development communications and in building 

the community of GW current students and graduated students in this culture of giving, how 

does the idea of participation play a role in what the university is looking for? What type of 

engagement are you trying to build? What’s important to you?

Lauren: I’ll take this one again. This is Lauren. I think it completely depends on who the 

audience is, so when we talk about our 270,000 alumni, living alumni, we’re talking about 

engagement in terms of coming to events, reading newsletters, being involved in our 

programs and then as you mentioned building a culture of philanthropy so participation is 

something we talk about a lot, that a gift of any size to the University counts as participation 

and you give where you’re passionate about. On a broad level, I think that’s the type of 

engagement I’m looking for. Obviously you’re talking about higher end donors, parents, 

corporations, foundations, it’s a different type of participation. 

Beth: Do you guys find that there’s a difference between a participating member of your 

community and a nonparticipating member of your community?

Lauren: Do you mean as it relates to fundraising specifically?

Beth: Yeah as it relates for fundraising and involvement and maybe sending their kids back 

to the school. Just people that take the actions that help the school sustain itself, which is 

fundraising, admissions, referrals, things like that.

Lauren: Volunteering ...

Beth: Do you really?

Lauren: Yes a number of alumni and parents volunteer on advisory councils, committees, 

regional networks. A lot of people who want to stay involved with their alma mater.

Amanda: I should add that this has really been an evolution for GW. GW’s profile has changed 

significantly over the last 30-40 years probably and I think in the 70s and even into the 80s it 

had a reputation as being a regional institution and sort of commuter-based, so there wasn’t 



that strong sort of connection that people had when they left, and GW graduates have gone 

on to do really amazing things, but they did not have that sort of commitment or loyalty to 

their alma mater that a lot of other schools have fostered, but there have been a very, very 

deliberate and conscious effort to transform that, so when you say sort of you know a culture 

of philanthropy, that’s rather a new concept at GW, but something that we have focused a 

lot on over the past probably 10-15 years, and you know, it starts with alumni engagement 

and just getting people to remain connected to the university and the expectation is not that 

they are going to become big donors immediately, but for fostering that sense of belonging 

and relationships and engagement, our hope is that over time they will be. Now we’re 

starting with senior class giving, which Lauren can talk about, but we’ve seen those numbers 

in terms of participation of the senior class increase significantly over the last few years, so 

those students already have in mind what it means to be a donor and we hope that that just 

continues and grows over time.

Beth: I would bet that that long view starting 10 years ago to say we’re really going to focus 

on this is part of what allows you to be able to do something like a capital campaign now. 

Twenty years ago, if you didn’t have that, if you were seen as a commuter school that people 

came, got their education and left, doing something of the scope of what you’re doing now 

probably would have been impossible. What made the school decide that this was the right 

time to do a capital campaign? Was it based on “Hey, we’ve got financial needs that we want 

to do these things?” Or was there a factor in this of doing a capital campaign in and of itself is 

a great way to rally support for an organization?

Joan: This is Joan. I can take this and hope Amanda and Lauren will jump in, but GW will 

celebrate its 200th anniversary in 2021 so a couple of years ago our university leadership 

expended a lot of effort drawing from resources across the university and put together a 

strategic plan, which is called Vision 2021 and it’s really meant to guide the university into the 

next century, and so obviously with that plan, I mean the plan has four pillars, which are, let’s 

see if I can remember them, globalization, inter-disciplinary or cross disciplinary education, 

citizenship and 

Amanda: Governance and policy.

Joan: Governance and policy. Thank you, Amanda. Obviously with those four pillars there’s 



a lot of different initiatives that sort of lather up to achieving sort of our vision in those 

areas and so I think looking at that, looking at the university’s plans and then what kind of 

philanthropy you would require to support that, really sort of forms the foundation for this 

campaign. You mention capital campaign and I guess I should say we actually don’t call it a 

capital campaign. We think about it a little differently. We call it a comprehensive campaign, 

which I think is becoming more common for universities embarking on these kinds of efforts, 

but call it comprehensive because it’s not just about capital and it’s definitely not just about 

buildings and bricks and mortar. The key elements of our campaign and probably the two 

most important are about people, so it’s students, supporting students through scholarships, 

financial aid, improving and enhancing student experience, and then teaching. We say 

enhanced academics so that’s about making sure that we can hire the best faculty members 

and that we’re really investing in our academic programs and then you know the third we call 

breaking ground, which does refer to more the traditional capital and building, but it also 

involves areas that we’re making strides for in research and things like that. We decided that’s 

a comprehensive campaign.

Beth: That’s great. So after there was a decision to do this campaign and the structure of it, 

the feasibility of it was all planned out, at what point was communications brought into the 

conversation and the planning of the project?

Joan: Well I would say, well none of us were here when that started. It was 2011 when 

the silent phase of the campaign really began that was kind of building the fundraising 

infrastructure and ensuring we had staff and volunteers, leadership ready to really start 

building that up. It was also, another key element was securing, yes they gave us a strong 

philanthropic foundation on which to build the campaign, so we collaborated closely with our 

external relations division to start creating messaging and getting ready for the public launch, 

which was last summer in June of 2014. A lot was going on during the silent phase and we 

announced it in 2014 and so now we’re really into this building awareness on campus and 

we’ve got a whole branding, we’ve got a whole design and logos and all this stuff so now it’s 

really, it’s out there and we partnered with external relations to get the messages out to the 

media and into the university community.



Beth: So let’s talk a little bit about the branding, both what you did and why you decided 

to take the campaign to that level. Why did you guys and the organization think that to 

accomplish your goals, creating a brand from both visually and conceptually, like really 

developing a concept for this program was the right way to go?

Lauren: This is Lauren. I think the point you brought up earlier about participation is really 

a big part of answering that question. We talked about $1 billion, but really it’s more about 

everyone feeling like they’re a part of it. That’s why our, I don’t even thing we’ve said it yet, 

but our campaign is called Making History, the campaign for GW and we spent a number of 

months/years from 2011 on coming up with that and leveraging what it really is that makes 

the GW experience unique and something that every member of the community, faculty, staff, 

students, parents and then just those who live in DC could really feel like they were a part of. I 

think the importance of branding was as any importance to branding was something that you 

can relate to, that you can visualize, that’s a common lexicon so that when people are talking 

about the campaign, you notice something different than every day philanthropy at GW and 

it’s something that would have a lasting impact, but we can talk about Making History after 

the campaign is over and you know because of Making History these students are now here 

or we have an endowment that has grown by x percent so I think it’s really something that 

people can build future philanthropic campaigns off of.

Beth: I really like that. It wasn’t designed to be something that was going to gear up, shut 

down and go away, that it’s a big concept and could it really apply to lots of things that you’re 

doing at the school.

Lauren: Exactly and that’s something that from a communications standpoint we’ve talked 

about extensively so our website, campaign.gw.edu is kind of a second iteration of what was 

originally giving.gw.edu and once that campaign ends, will go back to giving.gw.edu, but 

that content that we’ve created should be evergreen. The story, the need, that’s not going 

to end in 2018 or whenever we end the campaign. That’s going to continue, so the brand 

is something to build the momentum and the excitement, but what we’re doing is going to 

continue long after we raise $1 billion. 



Beth: Like right now, is everything related to giving from annual giving to major gifts, is 

everything related to giving branded with the campaign right now at GW?

Lauren: Yes.

Beth: That’s really interesting.

Lauren: Yeah and it’s definitely everything philanthropically related, but even on the alumni 

side we talk about the campaign at our alumni events. We talk about it during alumni 

weekend or reunion giving. It’s really pervasive across everything we do and, as Amanda 

mentioned, we work closely with external relations so that it’s integrated into the messaging 

and university leadership as well.

Beth: Is that common? So when someone is going into a campaign like this that it really, the 

entire philanthropic development, advancement, giving side of an organization becomes 

immersed in that. Is that something that you guys decided to do or had you seen that in other 

organizations?

Joan: I think that, I mean it’s definitely something that we planned to do and I think all 

organizations are different. We did look at a lot of our peer institutions and other you know 

nationally known, nationally branded universities in terms of how they positioned it, and I do 

think integrating the message really sort of makes it more powerful. What’s nice is that the 

Making History theme is it sort of really captures what GW is as an institution. We like to think 

of ourselves as you know sort of fulfilling the vision that George Washington had for a great 

university in the nation’s capital, so we use that sort of messaging and that kind of theme, 

it works really well to tell stories of impact. Students are Making History by doing whatever 

great things they are doing. Faculty, researchers, etc., and so its become a very nice sort of 

unifiying theme across all our messaging, whether it’s related to fundraising or just sort of who 

GW is as an institution.

Beth: I think that is such a key point that you just made there. That your goals and what you 

want to do with your campaign and the theme of it are intertwined. If you’d created a theme 

that was like “Let’s help us build a swimming pool,” you know what I mean? You could never 



do this with it because that’s not deeply about everyone that has ever touched this school 

and additionally the role that this school plays in everything from the DC ecosystem to the 

education to the business and world curriculum. You have to create a big encompassing 

theme, but that’s also unique and specific to you. That’s one of the things I really like. It’s so 

simple. It’s two words, Making History, but it’s both big picture, but also very unique to you. 

One of the tests I always use for something like a tagline is if you put somebody else’s logo 

on top of it, would it be just as perfect, and I mean I know they’re just two simple words, 

but being called The George Washington University and where you are and how old you 

are, I don’t think another school could use that and be as believable as you. Those are really 

important points. There are so many things for people to know when they’re thinking “Hey I 

want to do this too. I want to learn from what you did,” but I think part of what you did was 

you had your goal and your vision for what you wanted it to be and you made sure that your 

theme lived up to what your dreams of what this could be.

Lauren: Right and we made sure not to just stay within an echochamber and have these 

discussions so we went out and we had focus groups, we found alumni, we talked to our key 

volunteers and tested a lot of different messages and themes so that when we agreed upon 

Making History there were buy-ins already internally and externally.

Beth: That’s a key thing, too. You can’t just go and talk to your boss and you know the top 

trustees and have them go “This is what we want. We know our people.” They all love to tell 

you that they know everybody and they totally get them. You got the buy-in and so you were 

able to use that as research to make sure you were doing the right thing, but then when you 

were able to deliver it, you already had a couple of ambassadors lined up because you got 

them involved. 

Lauren: Exactly.

Beth: I think a lot of times people don’t realize that research does both of those things. It’s 

not there to just tell you what direction to go. It’s to build adoption of a brand before you 

even launch it. That’s incredibly helpful. 

Now you had your theme and you had your brand and once you have all that, there’s a 



million different things you can do to start delivering and dribbling this message out into 

your community. Obviously you started with redoing and reskinning the whole development 

website, which is typically a pretty core project. Any campaign type of project is going to 

need some level of web presence, but after that it’s wide open. You can do pretty much 

anything. What did you decide to do next? What key materials did you guys decide you 

needed to start your communication?

Amanda: This is Amanda. When we, first thing we did when this process started in 2011 as 

well as just talking to the schools and units university-wide to talk about what their priorities 

were going to be for the campaign and how we should start those early conversations of 

their case statement, which is a very detailed document on where they want to be at the end 

of the campaign and how they’re going to get there. We worked with an outside writer who 

specializes in writing case statements, and over the next two to four years we developed 

these documents, but these documents are long and unwieldy, but they’re rich with the 

right messaging and the right content. They’re just not practical. They don’t, donors are not 

going to read through them unless they really want to, so we felt there was a need for usable 

functional tools that were visually eye-catching and succinct that could be used in the field 

that reflected the long case statements. The first thing we did was we had both the school 

case statements and the university case statements, but the university case statement was 

the high level what the priorities were and we developed kind of a glossy piece that would 

be something that we would share with high level donors and take to events and that kind 

of thing. For the schools and units, we developed a few things. We did, the first thing we 

did were one-pagers so it was basically a boiled down version of the case statement where 

we talked about the vision of the school, the key priorities, the buckets, they would have a 

dollar amount of how that worked out into their core areas of student support or research 

or faculty programmatic needs, and then we talked about, and then there was a direct ask. 

Why the school needs donor support. Join us in making history and that kind of language 

and a few fun facts about the school. If they have any special programs or really interesting 

by-the-numbers kind of thing that gave a snapshot of the school. So that was kind of the first 

big project. Then we took that and boiled it even further down into a pocket guide. We took 

that, actually that was the university case that became a pocket guide so there was a need 

for like an elevator pitch, like what are we going to give to people. Not a one-pager, which is 



nice, but we need something smaller that’s like an executive summary that people can take 

to meetings and just glance at so we created just a small kind of fold-out item that you could 

literally put in a pocket, which outlined a very quick summary of the university campaign 

priorities and what kind of things fall under those buckets, and some key messages that we 

want our volunteers or high level leadership to use when they’re out in the universe talking 

about the campaign.

Beth: I love that piece. I think that that’s a smart idea for people to do for all kinds of things, 

even just for if you’ve gone through strategic planning and you now have key bold statements 

or your mission, things like that when you’ve got board members and you’re trying to get 

people to all be paddling in the same direction. It’s about business card size when it all folds 

up isn’t it?

Amanda: Yeah, exactly. It’s about the size of a business card. 

Beth: So it’s so functional. It’s a great little piece. 

Amanda: Yeah, we get a lot of mileage on that. We continue to update it. A couple other 

things we did, in order to prepare volunteers to talk about the campaign we created a tool kit 

that also had a handful of things like basically how to be a volunteer for the campaign. Some 

glossary items, but these were terms that you could use when you’re pitching the campaign 

and also key messages and contact information. We want the volunteer experience to be 

collaborative, but we want to kind of tap into their knowledge and their context to further 

along the campaign.

Beth: What format did that tool kit take? How did you package that up for them?

Amanda: It was really just a PDF document. It could be purchased, but we really wanted all 

of our pieces to be very flexible and very easily transmitted over email so these things were 

chiefly in digital format, but we print them on demand.

Beth: OK, that’s great.



Joan: I was going to add that Amanda has talked about a lot of the pieces that were used 

with our ambassadors and sort of all the insiders because they’re helping get the word out 

about our campaign. We also had our audience of 270,000 alumni, many of whom are not 

connected to the university. Many of them you know never heard about this campaign or 

know what the university campaign entails so we worked with our external relations team 

which produces the monthly alumni, I’m sorry, the quarterly alumni magazine, which has 

a circulation of over 200,000. We actually did sort of a special edition of our philanthropy 

publication. It was inserted into the alumni magazine and it was geared towards that much 

more general public type audience, the idea was to be much more educational about what 

the campaign was, why we’re doing it, what the priorities of the campaign are, highlighting a 

few different stories of impact in the different priority areas that I mentioned earlier, and we’ve 

gotten a lot of great feedback from that. Again, that was meant to be much more basic, but 

much more about sort of making the case of why this is important and why you should pay 

attention.

Beth: I think it’s great to have something like that. 

Lauren: If I can just jump in, I think one thing we did throughout all these pieces that Amanda 

alluded to in the beginning is content re-purposing and repackaging so all the content that 

was in the magazine supplement was also posted on the website or was used in annual giving 

appeals so nothing was done just for one purpose. Everything has legs.

Beth: I think that’s a huge thing in any communication, but to make people know that you can 

do that in campaign communications is huge and another thing I think is really interesting that 

you did is you really understand your audience. One of the things that I talk about all the time 

in branding is that there’s always one perfect person and people always freak out and they 

think that that means that I’m giving them only one type of person that they can speak to, but 

you build your brand for one person, but there’s still lots of different segments that you need 

to market to that need to connect to that hub, it all needs to go back to that same message, 

but if you speak to your I call them your connoisseurs and your consumers, if you speak to 

your connoisseurs, your insiders the same way that you’re going to speak to the disconnected 



people, that’s going to make them feel like you don’t know them and “What do you mean 

you think that I don’t get you,” but on the flip side, if you speak to these people that are on 

the outer rings in the same jargon and insider terms as the other people, it’s just going to fly 

right past them. So to have taken the time to create this core message about the value and 

about the history and really know there’s an ideal person that’s the target for, but to then have 

the different spins and levels of that message so that it can really connect with the different 

segments of your community is really critical in something as big as you’re doing. Honestly 

even in small things. I love the fact that you did, your one sheets are terrific. They’re really 

simple. Hopefully you can give me a digital sample of it and I can put it up on the show notes 

page so people can see what you did and you gave them to the different schools so you now 

have a level of materials that is for your volunteers, insiders, people that are then delivering 

the message and then you have a level of communication that’s for people that are more 

loosely, not more loosely connected to the school, but maybe less tightly tethered and super 

involved and need to be drawn more slowly into the cent. Are there other audiences that you 

still had to create tools and communications around, other tools that you used?

Joan: Yeah, I guess another key audience in an audience that’s actually responsible for 

generating a significant percentage of our core donations are principal level givers, some 

major donors. They were actually very much part of this planning process Amanda mentioned 

earlier on. We spent a lot of time with some of the major group donors, testing the feasibility 

of campaign goals and really getting a sense for what their interest in priorities are. That 

fed into much of the development of the original case. Today we’re really using the Making 

History theme as a theme, again unifying principals when we do proposals to these audiences 

so again, when we’re creating proposals we’re leveraging language that was developed for 

the cases to describe either the university or a particular school or program and their vision 

and really use that to lay the ground work for specific acts. I guess I would say that they’re 

definitely a major audience for us.

And then the last one that I think is the most obvious is our colleagues so our development 

officers and our alumni relations officers. They’re the ones, the road warriors that are out there 

meeting with people face to face so we can create all sorts of things in a bubble here, but 

unless they feel like they can share the message and really make the message their own, then 



the campaign really wouldn’t be successful so we had to think about our internal audience as 

we created these pieces as well and made sure that they felt bought into it, invested in it and 

like they could turn it into their own and go out on the road with it. So that was important for 

us to think about.

Beth: Did you give them any materials or was it mostly things like messaging and tone and 

pieces of things?

Lauren: Mostly it was sharing everything that we’ve talked about with them, but then we had 

a few messaging workshops that Joan led and others led where we talked them through a 

message map and really just walk them through the communications process of who is your 

audience, active listening, what are they interested in, what is their passion, get to know 

the case statement well enough that you can tie their passion to the needs of the university 

so something I don’t want to say is basic, but something that in communications we think 

about all the time, but really for fundraisers with the confidence to go out and do that was 

something we had to take on as well.

Beth: It’s funny that you say that because I actually I was just speaking and I’m actually going 

to be recording this afternoon with Rachel Hutchisson from Blackbaud and she said that many 

people don’t realize it, but the fundraising is 75 percent marketing and it’s funny because a lot 

of times even the word “marketing” is uncomfortable for people in fundraising and you have 

an entire team with communications in your titles. How does that go at your organization? Are 

the people that are really the executors, the deliverers, of the fundraising message, the major 

donor people, are they naturally receptive to the marketing messaging, to this instruction or 

have you had to work with people to integrate it?

Joan: I think what’s key is what we’ve tried to get across when we’ve done some of this 

messaging training is how do you take the sort of core university messages about the 

campaign and what the campaign means and what the campaign priorities are, but 

personalize them and customize them to make it your story so not everybody is repeating sort 

of the same thing, but they’re really based on the context is who the audience is, what sort of 

their own back story is, how they kind of translate that and really make the message their own.



I think you know we certainly worked collaboratively with our partners and with our peers so 

I think for the most part everyone has been very receptive to it. They have an expertise in 

fundraising. We have expertise in communications and working together meets the needs of 

the university so much better than working separately. It’s been a really positive relationship.

Beth: That is really great.

Lauren: We’re also pairing those messages with partners with our schools and units closely to 

understand the stories behind the impact of their philanthropy. We take the messages and we 

pair them with amazing stories of students who you know without GW, without a scholarship 

they wouldn’t have an education. That really enhances I guess the connection that donors can 

make to give, but also you know the broader impact of giving to GW because you can make a 

difference in somebody’s life who will then make a difference in the world.

Beth: I feel like that is one of the great opportunities of doing the communication role in 

an organization that gets some of its revenue from giving is you can tie messages forwards 

and backwards and internally and externally all together and really you know demonstrate. 

You guys are there on site. You were saying you’re working in a community so you can walk 

through campus and see the stories in action of the impact of what’s happening there.

Lauren: Yes and that’s very rewarding.

Beth: So you’ve talked a lot about collaboration and one of the things that I have to say really 

surprised me since I started doing this podcast is how frequently that word comes up. I guess 

I always thought before I started the podcast that people were thinking about fundraising and 

giving that they would want to work so tightly in isolation that they wouldn’t work with people 

in other departments or other organizations, but one of the things that I still often see is that 

the marketing side of an organization and the fundraising side of an organization, they don’t 

always collaborate well because they are very, very different things. Did your process go over 

into that side. Has it filtered into the undergraduate, the current on campus community or into 

any of the admissions work? Has the story stretched that way as well?

Lauren: Yeah I would say that we’re in the beginnings of those types of conversations. We 



work very closely with the division of student affairs and they have a lot of great opportunities 

for student support and student organization support and we’re in conversations with them 

right now about building out their case statement and identifying their philanthropic needs. 

We work with admissions certainly from the alumni side to make sure there’s a consistent 

experience from the day you apply to the day you graduate and beyond. I think the 

philanthropic side, you don’t necessarily want to start talking about giving to GW when you’re 

talking about tuition for GW. I think we need to be very careful. I certainly think getting in 

front of the stories of the impact and getting that in front of the new student, a great example 

actually the first day that the freshman arrived on campus last year, they went to Mount 

Vernon, George Washington’s estate, to really connect with our founder and our namesake 

and that was a philanthropic funded trip and we made sure that they knew that so there was 

a presentation there saying this happened because of philanthropy. People who came before 

you gave back and now you’re having this experience. So just trying to use that language 

pervasively is I think where you get the most natural integration. I don’t think you want to go 

too harsh on the other side.

Beth: I can imagine. I did interview Heather Durkin from a private school in my region up 

here, Germantown Academy, and one of the things she said is she tries to teach people to be 

alumni from the day they walk onto campus, but you can’t, there’s a big difference between 

asking them to give day one and letting them see the benefits that they can experience while 

they’re there because of giving.

Lauren: Exactly and we welcome the new students with a letter from GW Alumni Association 

president so there’s a strong connection between students and alumni so we want that to be 

an organic one.

Beth: So if somebody wasn’t GW, maybe they were an organization that didn’t have three 

senior level communicators working for them and they were a little bit of a leaner organization 

that really needed to start thinking about moving into a campaign, maybe they do have 

capital issues, maybe they need to create scholarships for attendance or different things. 

What would be the one piece of advice from everything that you’ve learned working on 

this over the last few years? Did I not warn you? I always like to ask a question I didn’t warn 



you about. I’m sure there are probably a hundred things that you’ve learned that are racing 

through your heads right now.

Amanda: Well I think something Lauren said earlier was that we re-purpose a lot of material, 

not because we’re lazy, but because we have all the same channels as other universities do. 

They’ve got social media and a website and a blog and we have all those things and you have 

to make good use of your human resources and your dollars as well, so we really try to work 

together. We have a really good team dynamic so whenever there’s something going up on 

the web we see how we can use that in a proposal or something that’s in a brochure. I share it 

with the team because it might be you know somewhere else or a video can be pulled out, a 

quote from a video so we really I think those are things that any institution can do particularly 

on a small budget so you don’t have all of the content just coming in all the time. You really 

have to be judicious about what you have and make good use of it. 

I would add to that just collaboration. I think you know to the extent that you can get others 

to deliver you message for you, that just that’s a very cost-effective and efficient way to 

communicate. So I think ensuring your messages are clear and then ensuring that others 

throughout your organization are prepared to use that message as well.

Beth: That is really great advice. You guys have been fabulous. Thank you so much for sharing 

your knowledge and your experiences with both me and the whole nonprofit community. I 

really appreciate your spending this time with me today. Thank you so much for joining me. 

All: Thank you, Beth. Thanks for having us.


