
Beth: Hello, and welcome to Driving Participation. This is Beth Brodovsky and today I am 

on with Geof Rochester. Geof is the managing director of the Nature Conservancy. Jeff and 

I met years ago at some conference that we both had attended and we stayed in touch over 

the years and I’m thrilled to have him come on and talk today a little bit more in depth about 

developing audiences, diversifying audiences and building segments that really matter for 

your organization. So thanks for joining me today, Geof.

Geof: Thanks for having me. I’m really looking forward to this.

Beth: This is really exciting for me because to speak to somebody that manages such a well-

known and broad organization is a really interesting opportunity. There’s so many different 

types of organizations, but the global reach that you have you get an opportunity to speak 

to different aspects of nonprofit communications that I think are valuable for people at all 

sizes. One of the things I think is really important to do is make sure that people, if you’re a 

smaller organization you can learn from a big organization and a big organization can learn 

from an alumni organization. So to bring all these stories out about what’s working for people 

so that we can all kind of cherry pick off some greatness from other people is a really great 

opportunity.

Geof: Absolutely.

Beth: So I always love to start by finding out how you ended up doing the work that you do. 

Tell us about how did you wander into this world of running a nonprofit?

Geof: There are a couple of threads. First of all, when I came out of grad school, when I came 

out of Wharton I worked for Proctor and Gamble in brand management for a company which 

became a division of Proctor. They were acquired and I read this book called “The Seven 

Habits of Highly Effective People,” and it’s a wonderful book. If your audience hasn’t read it I 

SESSION 077
FINDING THE RIGHT PEOPLE STARTS WITH FINDING THE RIGHT PARTNERS  

WITH GEOF ROCHESTER



fully recommend it and one of the things it teaches you how to do is reconcile your personal 

goals and your professional goals and then a tombstone exercise where they say what do you 

want on your tombstone when you die and I thought about it from a professional aspect and 

one of the things that I wanted to be able to claim as my legacy was being able to market 

anything, literally. So from a consumer package to a alcohol to clothing to BtoB, BtoC so 

when you look at my background, what industries I’ve worked in. I started in consumer goods, 

then I moved to the hotel industry and travel and that industry was hiring consumer goods 

marketers. Then I moved to entertainment when that industry was hiring consumer packaged 

goods marketers. I’ve always been attracted by a big fight, a brand that’s going through 

transformations so I went to Radisson because they were trying to move from a second tier to 

compete with Marriott and Hyatt. I moved to Comcast when they were moving from 90 analog 

cable channels to 180 in the world of digital and the world of broadband. I went to Showtime 

when they were competing with HBO and they had three of the best shows in TV history: Sex 

and the City, Sopranos and Six Feet Under. So you know part of my DNA is being willing to 

move from industry to industry. I’ve really worked in the same industry for multiple brands. I 

kind of get bored. I want new challenges. The second thing is when I was at Showtime and 

when I was at World Wrestling, both of those companies had huge commitments to pro 

social activities. At Showtime, which was part of Viacom, Viacom was partners with Kaiser 

Foundation and they did a lot of HIV AIDS awareness through their brands so Showtime would 

promote, CBS would promote, MTV, we would all work one month a year to educate our 

audiences of the HIV AIDS crisis. When I went to World Wrestling, same level of commitment. 

We did reading programs for the young people, we did voter registration, we were one of 

Make-A-Wish’s biggest partners so the five years before I took the job at Nature Conservancy 

and had a taste of pro social and it’s very much my deep belief that the for profit sector can 

have a huge impact on the not for profit sector. You look at companies like GE or IBM. They 

can do more good in the world than 20 nonprofits put together, 50 nonprofits. So the two 

drivers have been very willing to entertain new challenges and not stay in the same sectoral 

industry and I’m passionate about the role of a for profit to work with nonprofits and that’s 

one of the reasons I came to the Nature Conservancy, is we very much believe in the inter-

dependence of for profit, not for profit governments and people. So there’s some nonprofits 

quite frankly that are very leery of working with big corporations. We embrace them because 

they have to be part of the solution. You’re not going to change the arc of some of these big 

global events without working with Dow or GE or Exxon or Shell. You can’t ignore them from 



the dialog. You have to bring them in and try to reach a common ground so that’s why I’m 

here. That’s why I’m at the Nature Conservancy. We’ve got a very pragmatic approach to what 

we’re trying to get done. 

Beth: That is so interesting and you know what I see a lot of times is that people sort of go 

into one channel, the corporate channel or the nonprofit channel and a lot of times nonprofits 

only tend to look for leaders of people that have what seems like very similar experience and 

I think corporate tends to do that too. Everyone seems to want to hire somebody that’s done 

exactly what you need done because it’s the lowest risk. What can a nonprofit gain by being 

more open to somebody that has a diverse background like yours?

Geof: Well, this is one of my favorite topics. There is a book that I read that helped inspire me 

after I took the job. One of our donors actually sent it to me. It’s “Uncharitable,” I have it here 

actually. 

Beth: Wow, it’s sitting right next to you!

Geof: It’s by Dan Pallotta.

Beth: Oh, Dan’s wonderful. 

Geof: You know the premise of that is it’s ironic that in some ways the nonprofit industry is 

more encumbered than the for profit industry, encumbered financially, encumbered rules and 

regulations and encumbered in terms of ambition and thoughts. So I think what a for profit 

leader can bring to the nonprofit area is broader thinking on some of these issues, a Rolodex 

of corporate partners and just a familiarity of working with partners. Now it’s a function of if 

the nonprofit, I’m talking about the environmental sector, but this could be cancer or this be 

heart disease so I don’t necessarily know the role for profit partners and those industries, but 

certainly when you’re talking about the environment and you’re talking about sustainability 

and sustainable practices and climate change and carbon tax, these are issues that are 

very meaningful, very important in the for profit sector so I think attracting leaders that are 

comfortable with that, you know Hank Paulson has always been very close to the Nature 

Conservancy, was chairman of our board at one point. The CEO who hired me came from 



Goldman Sachs. We’ve hired several people from McKenzie. So the DNA of the Nature 

Conservancy feels more like the DNA of a for profit organization. I think because of that and 

doing deals with brands like IBM and CocaCola and Pepsi and JPMorgan and Goldman, etc, 

etc. So I think that ambition is something that a for profit leader brings. I think familiarity of 

working with corporate partners is something we bring and I think also kind of a discipline 

around strategy development. 

Beth: Yes, that’s huge. Absolutely. In the work that you do, we talk about participation a lot 

and getting people involved. It’s my favorite question to ask everybody and I always like to 

ask. You have a very large brand. You interact with lots of different people. In the engagement 

that you’re trying to create, what does participation mean in the work that you do? What do 

you track? What matters in the way that helps you sustain your organization?

Geof: Yeah, I’ll give you a good example. When I first joined about five years ago, we 

defined participation as membership and membership was the number of people that paid 

us $20 or more so we’ve got people that pay us millions of dollars, donors, we have donors 

that donate thousands of dollars and then we have people that merely pay $20 a year and 

they get a magazine subscription. We define them as members. Clearly with the growth of 

social media and the internet we decided to expand that definition to include our Facebook 

followers, our Twitter followers, our Instagram followers so now when we look at participation, 

at a very broad level, we look at the engagement people have, whether they’re paying us 

or whether they’re a member of the community. That’s the first kind of engagement and of 

course you know donations is another measure of participation engagement so we love it 

when people donate to our brand, but obviously love to have more, but awareness is always 

the biggest one. How do we make people aware of these issues and then increasingly 

volunteerism is becoming very important. So think of volunteerism obviously sampling the 

brand so there’s an adage that you can’t protect nature if you don’t know what nature is if 

you haven’t experienced it. We have one program I’m particularly proud of called LEAF, 

Leaders and Environmental Action for the Future. LEAF and it targets young kids from cities 

around the country and it’s about taking them and providing an internship for them so they 

experience nature and really what we’re doing is there’s pipe-lining leaders, so another form 

of participation is leadership development and through LEAF we’ve been able to attract 

hundreds of kids to get to know the environment and about one-third of them end up getting 



jobs in the environment. They become professors or urban planners. They become scientists 

so that’s another form of participation or engagement leadership.

Beth: What I love about that is some of your aspects are definitely about the kind of 

participation that literally supports the existence of your organization, but that you haven’t 

limited yourself to that being your sole goal for participation, that’s it’s not just about 

funneling money into your organization so you can sustain yourselves, but that you include 

that definition to mean the bigger goals of sustaining the work that you do and so by getting 

people to participate in the work, in the experience and expose them to the results of the 

work, it creates that awareness and value for the work that you do at that DNA level. 

Geof: I’ll give you another example. Just last week we had a rally on Capitol Hill. We have 

85 business units so every state is a business unit and they have a board. Every country is a 

business unit and more or less individual countries have boards so we have an annual meeting 

with the board members come together from around the world, about 400 of them. We took 

the ones from the United States and we went up on Capitol Hill and had meetings, dozens of 

meetings with congressmen and senators, another form of engagement and this is getting our 

board members engaged, to then engage their representatives from congress. We’ve been 

doing this for about 2-3 years. It’s highly successful and that’s another form of participation. 

Beth: I really love that because one of the questions I get asked about all the time is how can 

we get our board members to do what we want and a lot of times when people are asking 

that question, what they’re thinking is how can we get them to bring us more money or give 

us more money or ask us for more money and I always love to start the conversation with why 

are they board members? How can you give them opportunities to do the thing that they 

love? Instead of doing what you need them to do, start them and ease them into things that 

they find exciting and interesting and help them demonstrate their passion and the money 

flows from that, not from checking off a list. 

Geof: You’re absolutely correct and that’s something, the other experience that formed me is 

I’m an alumni of Georgetown University and I’ve been a member of the alumni board for years 

and we talk about this all the time, the value of the alumni to the institution. How can that go 

beyond just donations? I agree with you. We spend a lot of time at the Nature Conservancy 



thinking about the best use of our board members and clearly engagement, their networks, 

their knowledge, capital on issues and increasingly we have board members who are helping 

advise is of our social media strategy because it’s so complex.

Beth: Right, right and how much more engagement is a board member going to be if you’re 

bringing them in and asking them to contribute what they know and then using their advice.

Geof: Right, exactly. 

Beth: They don’t have to be just big powerful people. I mean that’s kind of the commonality 

of boards of any size and of any level. So you are a large organization and so you’re one 

of the perfect people to come in and be able to talk about this idea of all these different 

audiences that you have to serve. You’ve talked about volunteers, you’ve talked about board 

members, you’ve talked about youth and traditional $20 a month member. You’ve got all 

of these different people in your orbit that you need to communicate with. In many cases 

in marketing we would call those audience sectors or segments and so I wanted to talk to 

you about how you handle that, how you segment people. How do you look at all of these 

different roles and begin to address them in a way that’s as effective for them as it is for you?

Geof: That’s a great point. The under pitting of all of our marketing right now is the notion 

of us being a content organization. So the Nature Conservancy, think of us like GE, a 

big environmental conglomerate and our lines of business fall into five categories: land 

protection, marine conservation, water security, the plight of cities and addressing the needs 

of cities and then climate change. So those are five verticals so when we think about our 

audience strategy, the key is how do you take the content that defines those five verticals so 

the problems and the solutions and how re-positioning that content to audiences to engage 

them. So audience number one is influence. If you try to save a world of 7-9 billion people 

you have to get to the premier of China, you have to get to the president of Brazil, you have 

to get to the CEO of Walmart. You have to get to these prominent individuals that have a 

huge ability to leverage the individuals that have a huge ability to leverage and create scale 

in the world and so for us, those are influencers. We’re these thought leadership places. So 

one strategy, one audience is how do we reach influencers, a very finite group of people. It’s 

not millions, but thousands of people around the world. How do you get to Congress and so 

we have plans and strategies against influencers. Part of that quite frankly is putting our CEO 



out there, getting him keynote speeches. He just wrote a book so we have this whole strategy 

against influencers. Going in the opposite direction, we have a huge strategy against funders, 

our donors, our members, our traditional membership program. We have a team of people 

and their goal is to grow our membership beyond a million people and the conventional 

wisdom there is you’re looking at high net worth people and that looks typically like a direct 

mail strategy. We’re a big user of direct mail. It looks like a social media strategy and it looks 

like other channels, like canvasing. We’ve had a lot of success with canvasing as of late. For 

any of your listeners, if you haven’t explored canvasing as a nonprofit regardless of the size, I 

would highly recommend you explore it. We were late to the party quite frankly. We’ve been 

a direct mail shop for decades. We just launched canvasing in the past five years. It’s been 

hugely successful and brings in a slightly younger donor demo.

Beth: That’s what I was going to ask you is why? Why did you decide to bring it in after being 

so old and not doing that?

Geof: Well, because, quite frankly, you read the articles from time to time about the potential 

instability in the postal service so that’s number one. What happens if your primary channel 

direct mail is encumbered or as significant price increases, but you don’t want to, you want a 

multitude of channels at any rate. You don’t want to be overly dependent on any one channel 

so the push to canvasing was really an effort to grow our revenue and diversify the channels 

that we use and it’s been hugely successful. Direct response television is something we want 

to do. We haven’t done much of that, so the second audience is converting people to paying 

members and to do that, there’s a very precise demo. When I came to the Conservancy, I 

came under a mandate to broaden the brand and broaden the appeal of the brand and that’s 

where you get into unusual suspects. So if you look at our traditional membership program, 

you might say that the universe target audience is the 30 million Americans who say they care 

about the audience. They’re members of Sierra Club, they’re members of WWF, etc., and 

that tends to be the cohort that the environmental movement talks to. I call that the choir. 

We’ve developed a plan recently to expand beyond the choir because if you say that the 30 

million who are self-identified, there are about 130 million who aren’t self-identified that care 

so how could you not care about clean water, clean air, etc.? How could you not care about 

the river down the street from where you live? This third group is the one I’m most intrigued 



by. It’s how do you make the environment more of a mass market proposition? If you poll 

consumers or if you did focus groups and said who is an environmentalist, they would draw a 

picture of a woman eating tofu and so I’m passionate about getting beyond that definition. 

So we’ve been very successful working with mass market brands. It’s one thing to work with 

seven generations of self identified pro social brands. We got that. We love doing deals with 

them. It’s another thing to do a deal with Proctor and Gamble Tide or Macy’s or Subway so 

we actually have been very successful. We did a huge promotion with Macy’s a couple of 

years ago. We raised $3 million in two weeks to save the Amazon. We did a deal with Subway 

that was in 24,000 of their stores from Canada down to the Caribbean and we’ve recently 

done a deal with Pepsi so I like when we do these mass market deals to demonstrate that the 

environment really is for everybody. It’s more like a demographic, how people feel and their 

emotions and their lifestyles and there’s not question that healthy living is becoming more 

of a lifestyle choice. The best example of this is Harley Davidson. We just did a deal with 

them. They committed to plant 50 million trees around the world and when most consumers 

wake up in the morning, I doubt they would associate Harley Davidson with an environmental 

group, but yet they are an incredible caring audience. They help Muscular Dystrophy 

Association and raised about $80 million over the years through their rides and as they told 

me when we first met, their brand is about freedom and when you think about freedom and 

a motorcycle, you don’t think about riding down a crowded  Park Avenue or Fifth Avenue in 

the city. You think about riding in wide open spaces and so they are a perfect partner for the 

Nature Conservancy because they care about the environment. They respect it, but they’re 

highly unusual suspects.

Beth: So one of the things I want to ask is you guys have a lot of resources and I am a firm 

believer that it’s not always about the money. Nobody has all the money in the world to do 

everything that they want, but there are certain things that you can do because you guys have 

resources. Sometimes one of the things that you sort of see as an organization is people want 

to do the kind of things that you’re doing. Oh we have all these people and so we’re going 

to go out and get all the people that don’t know about us to become interested in us and as 

you know, that’s not an easy task or an inexpensive task. How would somebody that’s listening 

kind of know, like when have you covered your base well enough? When is it the right time to 

say “You know what, it is time to stretch and reach for these people, that third audience that 



hasn’t yet heard about us,” without constantly being the person that’s like chasing the people 

that have never heard of you, that awareness at the expense of building up what you’ve got?

Geof: I think it’s a function of partners. We all have limited dollars. We are a well-resourced 

organization. We have limited dollars, too. If I can without spending a lot of money, the deals 

I describe with Subway and Macy’s and Pepsi and Harley were not about spending money. 

It was about focus, it was about human capital, the amount of time. It took awhile to get all 

these jobs done so to the extent that you’re willing to commit the human resources to do 

these things, I don’t think that resources are really a negating factor. I think it’s the ambition 

of the brand and the organization. We all see once a month at least a marvelous example of 

brands going beyond and having an amount of success and scale way beyond anything they 

imagine and yeah they tend to be lightening in a bottle. Remember the bucket challenge? 

They had no idea it was going to scale like that and quite frankly it was an idea born outside 

of the brand and then they were smart enough to take advantage of it. I don’t get overly 

precise on these topics. I think that when I grew up in marketing there were significant barriers 

to entry to do anything big. If you wanted to do an actual ad campaign and you did $250 to 

half a million dollar commercial and you need $2-$5 million in media. There were significant 

barriers to hurdle to do these things. Quite frankly not as just a function of your imagination. 

We don’t see that with social media. I’m constantly blown by you’ll see some little charity 

with a major league star that’s promoting them, that’s putting them on the map. So I think 

it’s about partnerships. It’s about having great board members. None of these cost money 

and then it’s laying down an ambition where you always want to be cogniscent of your core, 

your hot core, but you always want to be growing. These organizations aren’t static, they’re 

dynamic. They’re always growing and they’re always moving and by the way, you always have 

competitors encroaching upon you so you better be solidifying yourself by having a growth 

strategy I guess is the bottom line. The other thing is we all run the fear of being niched to 

death. There are 22,000 environmental groups in the US so while we are large, I always hear 

the drum beat of other folks entering the category and we work with a lot of people to be 

clear. We’re working with EDF right now on a climate change initiative, but we have to grow. 

We’re large, but we have to keep growing and so my only advice to the smaller organizations 

would be take care of your core but always be thinking about how do you expand that? How 

do you keep driving and thriving as a brand?



Beth: That’s a perfect next question. One of the things I’ve been talking a lot to people 

about lately is really making sure you understand who that perfect person is and then every 

brand at its core has a set of qualities. I call it your perfect person and what I get back from 

people when I talk about this is “No, no, no we have lots of different segments. We’ve got 

this person and this person and all these different people we have to talk to,” so I agree with 

you. I believe that ultimately at the heart of an organization there is a core of something that’s 

true for all. Do you see it that way as well? How do you guys manage that sort of core versus 

segments type things?

Geof: I look at it slightly differently. I mean we know the core and it’s that 30 million that I 

talked about so without a lot of effort and those groups are highly self-identified. You know 

you can buy a list so we know the core is your kind of rabid environmentalist. They’re a 

member of an organization. They’re about 10% of the US population and by the way, the 

environmental movement as marketshare of all philanthropy in the country so on an annual 

basis it’s about $300 billion given to all nonprofits, right through foundations, grants and 

individuals. The market share of the environmental movement is between 1-2%. So we’re last. 

So when we talk about growth, I don’t even worry about it because we have to grow.

Beth: There’s plenty of room obviously.

Geof: There’s plenty of room and I think it’s because we’ve so narrowed kind of our 

conversation and our discords so we know what the core looks like for the perfect audience, 

but perfect is not good enough and at the end of the day for me, the real currency we 

have is the topic and the topic is you know that river down the street, if your city and your 

consumers and your corporations in the local community don’t get their act together, that 

river down the street will be spoiled for generations to come so there’s a sense of urgency 

and importance around what we do, which appeals to everybody. Quite frankly, if I’m running 

a hunger organization, the proposition of feeding America may appeal to some portion of the 

US population. If I’m running a breast cancer organization, the proposition of making people 

aware of breast cancer may appeal to some portion of the conversation, but we would have 

failed. The environmental movement and the Nature Conservancy will absolutely have failed 

if we’re not able to position what we’re focused on as appealing to 100% of the people in 



China, 100% of the people in Brazil, 100% of the people in NY, Chicago and LA, so I think 

again we have to be true to our core, but again we have to be cogniscent of the fact that 

this is a conversation and this is true. This is a conversation people are having around their 

dinner tables these days and that’s only going to increase as millennials move into being the 

bulk of the population so I think that we all have to be smart about mass market strategies 

and one way you do that is with partners. Brands like Coke and Pepsi are some of the largest 

advertisers in the world.

Beth: I think that’s really interesting because I talk a lot about if you’re going after everyone, 

you can often end up watering down your message so much that it really doesn’t connect 

with anyone at all, but the fact that you’re really looking for the broad everyone should care 

about this audience, but you are very clear and very focused on the kind of passion points 

that you’re looking for so that gets into a little bit of those sort of marketing buzz word terms 

of demographics and psychographics. You’ve talked a little bit about you know your core, 

you know their age, you know where they’re located. Things we also talked about some 

softer things, some things that you know they’re interested in and just things about their 

general type of personality. What do you look for? How do you build that sense of who you’re 

looking for in the pool of everyone that’s out there that’s going to maybe get you the fastest 

connections with somebody?

Geof: Yeah, again I go back to media partners. So we have segmentation where we talk about 

Americans that are optimistic or those kine of psychographics. A key to our strategy is how, 

once you know that and then when you have your content, the content may be the plight of 

the great rivers in the United States and I’ll work around that. How difficult is it to get that 

story out? We just had, here’s a perfect example. We just had a salon, so we had something 

for influencers in NY so our core audience, affluent people living in Manhattan, we had our 

leader who runs our Caribbean program talk to about 30-40 people about what’s happening 

in Cuba and what’s happening in Latin American Caribbean conservation. We invited some 

media and the media were interested in that and now they’re going to do a story. I won’t say 

which outlet is going to do a story on so again I think that we know the formula. The formula 

is find interesting and compelling stories that are relevant to our work and relevant to these 

audiences and then partner with media. So over the years we’ve worked with The Weather 



Channel. We’ve worked with Discovery. We’ve worked with Disney. We’ve worked with NBC 

and CBS. We had a lead scientist who worked with us and he was a special correspondent 

for CBS news on the environment, so when you’re doing strategies like that, that’s not a 

function of cost. That’s a function of using your assets smartly. Our assets are stories. We run 

200 programs around the world, conservation programs, etc., so there’s our programs. How 

do you turn those into content or stories and then how do you partner with people to amplify 

those messages out and all of this is with spending no media. Again, all these conversations 

I’ve had is about human capitals. We feel a core part of our pursuit is getting our message 

out, both to influence others, but also to larger audiences. 

Beth: That is interesting. You’ve been saying through this whole conversation has been 

partnership, partnership, partnership and then it’s so interesting that over the 75 or so 

episodes that I’ve done, I’ve been so amazed that that concept just keeps bubbling up over 

and over again in different ways. You’ve talked about it with the media. You’ve talked about 

it with corporate and business partners. A lot of smaller or different types of nonprofits would 

love to be where you are. People are going to take your phone calls Geof if you pick up the 

phone. 

Geof: They can do it. 

Beth: How does somebody get started? If somebody says “Great, Geof, I love that idea.” 

How do you begin to build these relationships?

Geof: Get a corporate person on your board.

Beth: Oh, OK. I love a very simple, clear answer.

Geof: No, I mean we have wonderful boards. In LA, our California chapter has Kevin Riley 

on their board. Kevin Riley ran prime time programming for FOX. He’s now running TBS and 

TNT. Somebody like that, they will pick up his call. In NY we had Landel Hobbes, he was the 

former chief operating officer for Time Warner Cable and Sam Howe who is the former chief 

marketing officer for Time Warner Cable and when you have people like that on your board, 

people take their calls. They might not take my calls, but they will take their call. Look, if it’s 



a smaller NGO, then it’s whoever that person is in your city or in your town, but I think that 

boards are huge assets and we have over 1,200 board members around the world. Our China 

program has a board. Our Brazil program has a board. Our Texas program has a board. These 

boards are marvelous and they want to help. To your point, they can provide much more 

expertise or much more value than just money. The other thing that we do is we have advisory 

boards so with social media, several of our chapters reach out into their local community so 

people for ad agencies and social media shops and digital shops created these 5-6 person 

advisory boards who again are great connectors.

Beth: Right. 

Geof: We have a lot of relationships and getting volunteer activities or being adopted by a 

marketing class or PR class is another viable strategy.

Beth: I thik that’s really interesting. I mean what you’ve done here is you’ve sort of touched on 

all different types of marketing sectors and you’re not looking at it as “I want all these people 

to serve on our board and help us,” it sounds like you’re saying “How can we pool a group 

of people together to help make things happen?” and I think that’s a really interesting way 

for people to start looking at putting a board together as opposed to thinking who do I know 

that’s going to give us the most money. 

Geof: Right.

Beth: Or worse, just saying “Who do I know that will say yes.”

Geof: Right and to be clear, you want board members of capacity.

Beth: Absolutely.

Geof: But a board member can provide value to an institution in far many more ways than just 

writing a check. 

Beth: Yeah, and you also never really know it and I think sometimes even people don’t know 



who they know, what they know and what they can do. I happen to have, I am an artist, I 

have an engineer and a finance guy as kids and when they both needed connections and 

networking and people to mentor them in their career, I’ve been astounded that just looking 

through my network, I’ve been able to connect both my kids with really great people to 

mentor and support them so I have been personally surprised when I’ve really looked for a 

cause that I cared about, which was getting my children to get jobs. When I really looked and 

said “Let me identify exactly what these people need and see who I really know that could be 

a good connection for them,” I was so surprised at who I had in my network and I think maybe 

other nonprofits would be surprised, too, or even the current board members that are in an 

organization. If you really think about who are we looking for? What are we looking to add to 

our organization? Instead of just please find us another warm body to sit at this table. I think 

that’s a really, really good point and it all seems to start with bringing the right people around 

and around a strategy so it’s not let’s just get a bunch of people together and then we’ll figure 

it out.

Geof: Yep, absolutely. 

Beth: That’s really, really interesting. You’ve also talked about these different segments that 

you communicate with. One sort of last thing that I want to make sure we talk about is, is 

there a point where there’s too much segmentation? You know, it’s great to kind of have all 

these different audiences and you guys have a lot, but you also have the capacity to execute 

on that. Where would you recommend people to kind of, is there a barometer when it comes 

to narrowing down and finding a niche and you were saying also earlier that people can get 

niche-y. Where’s that line? What advice would you give people for how focused versus how 

broad they can be in their communications in order to be effective?

Geof: Obviously it starts with focus. You never want to over reach. You don’t want to talk 

about broadening if you don’t even know who your core is and don’t think you’re doing 

an effective job. There’s no magic to this. I think leaders have to, part of being a leader 

is constantly re-calibrating how you’re doing against your goal so I can’t really render any 

specific advice. I would say, I always err on the side of being ambitious quite frankly and 

we’ve all seen bright spots of organization. Although we’re large, I follow a lot of the small 



NGOs and there’s some amazing work. I don’t know if you remember probably five years 

ago there was this thing with this group called Invisible Children. So that was a good news 

and a bad news story. It ended badly, but the headline was they created a video that was 

seen by over 60 million people around the world and clearly they have some ambition to 

broaden and amplify this message. They didn’t think of this as just targeting journalists. They 

wanted the public to see this piece of video, but my point is that for every, we all have to 

be focused and narrow, but you have to seek opportunities to broaden. We almost have the 

fiduciary responsibility to make our causes and our, these things we’re so passionate about to 

communicate them to the largest possible audience ultimately. 

Beth: Right and the advice I tend to try to give people because I stay straight and narrow, 

they’re like my catch words, but you do want to and it’s frustrating sometimes when people 

will come to me and say things like “We need to really explode our social media strategy,” 

and you look at what they’re doing in their website and other areas and so much is broken 

that it’s easy to go, people tend to want to chase what’s next and I see a lot of times people 

having six buckets that they’re filling all of them 60% and nobody is getting to 100 so I 

completely agree with your focus and narrow, but also broaden and expand, but make sure 

you’re doing that in a paced way, that you can hit 100 in what you’re doing right now and not 

jump around doing a little bit of everything because you can end up just exhausting yourself, 

your resources, your budget, your everything.

Geof: The other way to satisfy people’s desire is to just put it in the context of like a five-year 

plan and communicate to the organization clearly that for the next two years we’re going to 

focus, we’re not going to give up on that thing, that bigger thing out there, but for the next 

two years, this is where we’re going to and I think that tends to settle people down, if you can 

contextualize the near term to focus the long term kind of legacy ambition of what you want 

to build for your brand.

Beth: That is great advice. Do you have any sort of final, if somebody really wanted to get 

started on defining their audience and using these deeper qualities that you have to really 

understand, who are they looking for in a more psychographic way than a demographic way, 

what would you suggest they do as a first step?



Geof: Well, I would say that there’s a lot of reliance on quantitative data. I obviously look at 

the quantitative, but if they haven’t looked at the groups, you learn a lot from groups. It’s 

qualitative information. It’s interesting. With the phenomenon of the election with Hillary and 

Trump and all that, I watch a lot of these news shows and the richer conversation is always 

borne when they show a video tape of a focus group and what people are saying and hearing 

and sensing, so I would just argue that as people get into their targeting and their segments 

that they look to qualitative in addition to quantitative.

Beth: I think that is terrific advice. Thank you so much. This was wonderful. I think people 

have learned a lot and I really appreciate you sharing all your insight and ideas with me and 

the whole nonprofit community. If people wanted to learn more about the work that you do or 

get in touch with you, is there any contact information that you’d like to share?

Geof: Yes, the website is nature.org. Nature.org is our URL.

Beth: Yeah you’ve got a good URL there. 

Geof: My email, I’ll give them my grochester so my name is Geof Rochester. My email is 

grochester@TMC.org, Thomas Madison Cap.org. Beth, this has been a pleasure, and I’m 

honored. This was a lot of fun.

Beth: This was wonderful. Thank you so much and I will have links for all of that directly on the 

show notes page. Thank you.


