
Beth: Hello. This is Beth Brodovsky and welcome to Driving Participation. Today I have 

Michael Anderson on the call with me. I was connected with Michael through Jeff De Cagna 

who is someone that I’ve known for years through the association world and it came at just 

the most interesting time. I have just finished writing a course on branding for nonprofits and 

the very last segment of that course is about finding the money to do a branding project and 

one of the parts that I wrote into the course was using crowd-funding sites for funding good 

projects, and interestingly enough, I thought “Wow, I really wish I had a great example of 

somebody that used a crowd-funding site to fund a terrific project,” and here comes along 

Jeff and says “You need to meet Michael, because Michael is the president and CEO of 

Canadian Society of Association Executives, and they just completed a project just like that.” 

Michael, thank you so much for reaching out to me and coming to share your story with the 

nonprofit community on our show today.

Michael: You’re very welcome. 

Beth: Michael, I’d like you to start off by telling everybody a little bit more about you and how 

you ended up wandering into this world of nonprofit leadership. 

Michael: Happy to do so, Beth. I think it’s interesting when you know you’ve been called 

to wander into this world. It’s a very apt description. I’ve also said to my counterparts in 

Canada, the United States and other countries around the world, “I’d be hard-pressed to find 

somebody who when they were in high school, college or university turn to their parents and 

said ‘Mom and Dad, I want to go run an association, working in not-for-profit sector.” So many 

of us end up here by circumstance and serendipity, and I think my path was one coming out 

of the private sector. I had been working in the publishing area for many years, got hired as a 

marketing director for a national newspaper association and took over as executive director 

and spent nine years there. I had a short stop at another association that got recruited to 

head CSAE, which is essentially association for association executives in Canada, and that was 
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16 years ago. My path has been very similar to what I’ve seen other people go through. It’s 

a certain skill set or just timing where something comes along and you’d look at it if you’re 

in the private sector, or you’re in government, you have your own business and you’re just 

starting out, you take a look at the organization and I think what attracts you is the challenge 

of the work and then once you get into it, you’re really starting to understand that there’s a 

much larger sector out there and that you can actually build a career.

Beth: I know. People often ask me all the time “How do you make money just focusing on 

working with nonprofits?” It astounds people the vast range of different types of organizations 

out there and that associations are one form of them. 

Michael: Exactly, and your comment, I think that’s around people often think of nonprofit and 

not-for-profit organizations, they think very small. People just counting nickels and dimes to 

make an organization work, and there’s a great array of organizations out there running from 

very large to very small. I think a lot of them what they’re grappling with to get their heads 

around is that making a profit is not a bad thing because if you don’t, you’re not going to be 

sustainable. The fundamental difference of course is that any revenue over the years is just 

being plowed right back into other programs and services to keep the organization going, but 

that is a huge challenge and a huge opportunity for people who are working in these type of 

organizations and also for the boards of directors that we rely on so much.

Beth: It is. It’s so interesting and you’ve been making some major, major changes in your 

organization. One of the questions I always like to ask at the very beginning of when we start 

to talk, the name of our show is Driving Participation, and in nonprofit community, building 

community support organizations the whole concept of participation is important, but it’s 

important in different ways to different people. In the work that you do, you have this unique 

bird’s eye view of being an association, but also getting to watch lots of other membership 

organizations grow and struggle and form. What do you see in the form of participation that 

really is making things work for people? What kind of participation matters in the work that 

you do?

Michael: I think it’s got to be open, ongoing and truthful communication, where you’re 

engaging a wide array of people and you’re really putting all your cards on the table. You’re 

telling them directly what it is you’re looking to do. You’re really enforcing the point that 



they make a difference, that they need to get involved in a very meaningful way to make a 

contribution and I think that’s the thing we strive to do as we move through the change of a 

CSAE is to be very open to our members, our stakeholders and volunteers and staff about as 

an organization, these are the reasons why we need to change our business model, but as I 

say we’re in kind of a unique position where we’ve got members running other organizations 

and not for profits looking at us as we make this transition. Getting back to your question, 

it’s been a very open process. I think at the end of it I’d be hard-pressed to think that there’s 

going to be anybody out there who didn’t have an opportunity to get engaged, their 

opinion to be heard, for us to consider what they said and to be aware of what we’re doing 

so nothing’s occurred underneath a rock or hidden back in the closet anywhere. It’s been 

very open, and Jeff has often commented on how we’ve gone to great lengths to make sure 

people understand what it is that we’re doing. We certainly have a lot of work to do in that 

regard. One of the things we’re looking at as a communications moving forward, but it’s really 

to keep people informed that what we’re doing is meaningful, that their voice matters and at 

the end of the day what we’re really trying to do is build a stronger organization, which in turn 

helps them lead their own organizations better. 

Beth: That’s really key to a lot of that and you’re trying a lot of different interesting things to 

do it, which is where this Indiegogo campaign came up, and I wanted to get into starting to 

talk about that campaign and that program, but I think to really talk about that, we have to 

go back to this at the beginning of what you’re doing because deciding to say “Hey, I want to 

do an Indiegogo campaign,” doesn’t just pop up out of nowhere. What do you think that the 

change is in your organization that you’ve been going through? Where did the germ of this 

start? Why are you making these changes?

Michael: I think you know we go back, if I reflect back on that question, I think it was back 

in the summer of 2013 and we were starting to see some challenges around two of revenue-

generating programs and I think that was really the tip of the iceberg and by the way, we 

were able to address those issues and get those back on solid financial footing. I would say 

that was really just the tip of the iceberg. I think what was underneath that though, the 9/10 

below the water was around the issue like many organizations, you’re trying to innovate, 

you’re trying to come up with new ideas and concepts, but the model that we have in terms 

of working and focusing on membership solely wasn’t really working for us. We were seeing 



that people were saying “I don’t necessarily need to become a member to avail myself of the 

products and services. I could perhaps find it elsewhere quicker, cheaper or whatever it might 

be,” but I think the other part of it, too, was it was also driven by demography, and I know this 

isn’t new for many organizations, but I’m actually kind of surprised at how few of them do take 

a look at not only what their membership looks like, but also what future potential members 

look like, what other segments are like as well. For us I think the big wake-up call was around 

a demography. What we were seeing within the membership base an older demographic of 

baby boomers, not as many Gen X and Gen Y as members and I think that really drove us to 

look at this and say “If we continue down this path, we’re continually serving an aging and 

experienced group, but we need to focus more on what we need to do for those upcoming 

generations,” and I think even taking a broader view, looking at it and coming to an informed 

conclusion that you’re not going to get everybody to join your association. I think this is where 

a lot of organizations stumble. They often have the impression that they need 99 percent of 

the people out there to be part of their organization. I think that’s a bit of a fallacy that people 

have to put aside. I think for us it was recognizing that there are other segments out there 

that we can reach, be it boards of directors of associations and not for profit organizations, 

be it younger individuals who we call F10s, meaning the first ten years aged 22-32 working 

associations or growth-oriented associations and I think for us it was also kind of that “aha” 

moment that membership isn’t a segment. It’s a relationship that you have with people and 

while that relationship is vitally important to us, we also saw through the work that we do that 

there were segments who are interested in what we’re doing who wanted to avail themselves 

to what we offer, but may never join and I think that was a big moment for us to get our heads 

around and to recognize that we can still be very capable and very energetic and serve our 

member base, but there’s other segments there that we know we can reach as well through an 

extension of what we do. 

Beth: I think what you just said is really huge because every association is struggling with 

this membership concept and to have somebody at your level really recognize it and start 

to do things about it and start to look at other relationships that you can have with people 

because everyone is seeing it, but it’s so easy to say there aren’t any options and how do 

you go out and say there’s other options and kind of be the lab for what some of those 

other options could look like. It’s a great service and I think it’s hard for maybe a small 

organization, a smaller association to make these changes because of the risk. You know, if 



they try something that doesn’t work, there’s not always the revenue, the funding, the stability 

to survive and experiment. The fact that you’re willing to try some of these things is a great 

service to the community. 

Michael: I think your comment around the issue of risk what was interesting is a lot of 

discussion with the board and senior staff around risk, where if you take a look and you 

Google the risk, typically what comes up is all negative connotations. People think of risk 

immediately is danger, fear, failure and all those types of things, but there is an upside to risk 

and I think the work we’ve been doing with Jeff De Cagna get our heads around this. There’s 

a risk that you’re going to launch a new service and you’re going to be wildly successful 

and I think that that’s helped the board crystalize its thoughts. They actually have a set of 

risk principles that they’re adhering to as we go along the process with senior staff utilizing 

those as well. I think it’s really kind of breaking out of that what I guess we would call that 

“fear” mold and we kind of contract and we can’t go and do this because that might fail. Well 

you might go and do this and be wildly successful so I think it’s being able to put a balance 

and realistic look at things and recognize there is an upside as well to where it’s not all just 

negative. 

Beth: No, and it’s true and there’s actually a fear of success often embedded in people that 

they don’t even recognize because success also creates a huge change, which can cause its 

own problems. So I think what you’re talking about is something that I see all the time, too, 

is getting your decision makers, getting your board and your staff on board with getting 

comfortable with discomfort as Pema Chodron says, a Buddhist nun. That’s one of her core 

principles and it’s not easy for people to do so is that something that you saw that you had to 

do some work with your board and your stakeholders to get them to take this ride with you?

Michael: It definitely was. I think what I saw and again my good fortune is to have my full 

board of directors all run associations across this country and they’re in senior positions and a 

number of them were going through similar issues and I think when we had those discussions 

with the challenges that CSAE was facing, they weren’t solely unique to us as an organization. 

They were across the country and I’ve seen in other countries around the world as well and I 

think from my board, and full credit to them and the staff, they were able to get their heads 

around this fairly quickly because what they were able to reflect and say that “I’m seeing is 



to a degree my own organization.” There was a lot of discussion that we had to have around 

making a shift in our business model and kind of give it the overview. We struck a task force in 

November 2013 and then our real work began when we engaged with Jeff in January of 2014. 

We had discussions with our full board with a cadre of senior volunteers ferom  our chapters 

across the country and senior staff and we essentially moved through this process. In terms 

of those group meetings, which at times involved up to 30 people. In January 2014 I was 

speaking with the board and again in April 2014 and June 2014 the full group back together 

again. October 2014 at our annual conference where members and attendees could attend 

this session and they were working sessions by way around our new business model. We got 

to January 2015 was literally when all the work that we had done, working through the issues 

with the board, volunteers and staff, talking and listening to people was part of that process 

and it was critical for our success. We got to January 2015 and that was literally when things 

shifted into what we call the more the implementation and the role of experiments that we’ve 

been working on. I think we were blessed by individuals around that table that at all times 

were talking very openly about the issues and about the challenges and the opportunities 

and you could see people understanding what was in play here. There was a lot of resources 

that we brought to the floor and I think what people were going through started to say 

“Yeah, I can see the issue. I can see the challenge and now I can see the opportunity.” I got 

a very enthusiastic board, a very knowledgeable board, a very involved board as I do with 

other volunteers and staff, and I think that journey is something that as chief staff officers, 

you have to look at it and you have to be committed to it. You can’t be fiddling around and 

only dipping your toe into the pool. You’ve got to be in the pool. You’ve got to be open 

with your constituents. You certainly have to recognize there’s times that old adage of when 

you’re leading from the front versus the middle of the pack versus the back of the pack, but 

I think through that process we labored long and hard at communicating, listening to people 

reflecting on those discussions and continually feeding that in the process to the point that 

you could see people were like “Yeah,” and it seems kind of funny at one point people were 

like “Why is this taking so long?” and I think that was literally after the first two or three 

meetings because it’s like “Guys, we’re only six months into this,” so it was kind of funny to 

see maybe some initial skepticism, some [unclear] and all of a sudden see quickly people on 

board, which was really, it was amazing to see.

Beth: Doing something with an Indiegogo campaign is something that people have heard 



of and talked about and some people have played around with the idea. I want to ask you 

two things. You did an Indiegogo campaign around a product, a board training type of 

product. Can you talk a little bit about the product you were trying to fund first before we talk 

about the Indiegogo campaign itself, and why you chose that type of a product to rally this 

campaign around?

Michael: Happy to. One of the experiments that we came up with was we got 12 in total is 

around what we’re calling the board card deck and the concept, Jeff had come to me, he 

talked through the idea. I guess the long and the short of it is what we’re looking at is if you 

can envision a deck of cards that have a tactile, but also a virtual component to it. The thing 

that we were seeing that by and large the biggest issues that I hear of, and again when I 

reflect on counterparts around the world running not-for-profits is the whole issue around the 

whole boards understanding of the tools or responsibilities and the idea that we had come up 

with was to come up with this card deck, so if you kind of envision you know a deck of cards 

with four different suits that we’re going to be naming along with a couple different topics 

to get boards attention, but each card would literally hold we’re looking at about 150-200 

words of copy with a QR code on it that they would scan on their mobile device or just enter 

a URL, but then that would take them back to say 500-600 words of information cached on a 

site. So you can envision that board members are sitting there and what they’re trying to get 

their heads around an issue of what is our duty of care? What’s our duty of loyalty? What’s our 

duty of obedience? They got a reference tool that’s tactile that they can hold in their hand. It’s 

something they can bring to each meeting, but it’s also something that in a meeting they can 

stop, pause, look at information, they can review it in advance of the meeting, they can review 

it after a meeting and we really see it as a tool for boards of directors of their regardless of 

the size of the not-for-profit or association, the type or physical location and I think it’s that 

great marriage of you know tactile, but also an online connection as well to the particular 

information. I think what we see as well is the intent of the card is it’s going to help boards 

have more productive meetings, they can have more focused conference calls and I think the 

more meaningful training sessions because I think we see it as a tool to help boards really 

clearly understand their role, and I share that a lot of the work that we had done last year in 

talking to the different stakeholder groups, people were saying to us “We need tools and 

resources that our board can get their hands on quickly, efficiently and inexpensively, but that 



are seen as being solid,” and I think that’s where the thoughts crystallized and certainly Jeff’s 

input on this and the things that he had experienced before as being part of this, so that was 

driving us towards the card deck.  

Beth: I think that’s a key point that we need to make sure that we’re emphasizing here. It 

wasn’t like you guys, your board or Jeff came up to you and said “I think we should do this 

thing,” and you just ran with it. The idea came from your community, from feedback, from 

things that you’d been hearing for the need and the execution and how you were doing 

it was something that you came up with. A lot of times, people come up with ideas or do 

things because one person thinks it’s a good idea. Sometimes it’s the executive that thinks 

it’s a good idea and everybody is too afraid to tell him or her that they think it’s ridiculous or 

because they said so, “We better just do it,” whereas you are building the sense of what is 

the need of the community and then how can we execute something that will deliver to meet 

that need, which is always going to be more successful, but it’s so hard to do because you’ve 

got smart people on your board that have good ideas, but there’s not always a guarantee that 

that is an idea that’s going to resonate or connect with or be really effective for a community.

Michael: I think to the second part of your question about why we went this way. What was 

interesting, as I share with you what I see so frequently and this is from people who call me, 

email me and I typically always try to talk to people because I think you get a very different 

insight to issues and challenges than just texting or emailing or using social media. The thing 

that I find consistently and I think again my good fortune is I work for associations in a number 

of different countries consistently what I see is the challenges around governance and boards’ 

roles and responsibilities and what I would often encounter were people saying a couple of 

things. It was “I’m having a challenge getting my board to understand that there is this thing 

called governance,” “I’m having challenges getting my board to understand that there are 

tools or resources that they need to help them move along the path,” or individuals saying 

“I’m having trouble just even articulating to my board what needs to be done,” and I think 

what we’ve seen in the different approach we’re taking around approaching segments, so 

much of what we’ve done in the past has been designed for association executives to share 

with their board members, but we’ve also seen those challenges and getting that information 

to boards and I think with the tool that we’ve come up with here and again the idea that 



being crowd-funded is really helping us to do a couple things and understand a few of them 

and you touched on them. One, it’s a very different approach from what organizations often 

do as you touched on a group of people come up with an idea, they build it and out it goes 

and they wonder why it wasn’t a success. This has been a very deliberate approach and 

frankly a very cool approach on this. We could have well found the money in the budget. 

That wasn’t a problem. The money is there. We could have built this deck and off we go, 

but we actually wanted to do a couple of things in terms of experiments. One, see how a 

crowd-funded campaign would go for us. Two, learn from it in terms of how can we apply it 

in the future, but three, again get the feedback from the people who would be helping us 

support and drive this particular venture, and I think what’s important for people to get their 

heads around too is this is not a donation. We’re not putting our hands out there saying 

“We can’t afford to do this.” We can. We could have done it, but we took a very deliberate 

approach here to see what type of interest is out there because it goes right back again to 

the common denominator. We want to see if organizations and their boards like the idea 

and are willing to support the idea, recognizing that every cent that we get on this campaign 

goes into the production of the board card decks, and you know it was an interesting 

approach for myself. Jeff and I talked about it, we came forward with the idea for the board 

of directors and staff to look at and understand what we wanted to achieve here and those 

were very deliberate and again, it’s an experiment. We’ve been wildly successful. We set a 

target of $7,500 as our first stretch goal. We launched on June 1 and the end of that day we 

had $6,300 pledged. By June 3 we had I think 95 percent and by June 5 we hit our target. 

I just checked online this morning. I think we’re sitting now at $9,400. We’re announcing 

another stretch goal of $12,500 today and the campaign closes on July 11. I think though 

what’s been interesting through this is the communication, getting the individuals that we’re 

reaching out to, members, prospects, other stakeholders, that what this tool is designed to 

do is to help boards, improve their performance and what people are doing again is it’s not 

a donation. We’re not standing there with cup in hand. We’re saying “You pledge a certain 

amount. You’ll get a set of these card decks for your board” and it goes on by different levels. 

It’s an experiment in terms of the actual program, the deck itself was also an experiment 

around crowd funding. Jeff’s experience in this realm was just incredible. It helped us really 

understand and what we have to do and if I may, I’ll just kind of sketch out the work that goes 

into this, people really have to get their heads around that there has to be a very deliberate 



approach. You have to be really clear on what it is you’re trying to do. There always has to be 

the what’s in it for them side of it so people see really clearly what it is that they’re going to 

get and what the benefit is, what the intent is, how money is being used, that’s critical, and 

I think also around it too is Jeff had experience in backing some other campaigns in other 

areas, is it’s the ongoing communication. You need to let people know a campaign is working 

well or it’s being adjusted. You need to share that success and that’s I think an important 

part of this process and what we’ve learned. The lead up to it involved talking to the board 

of directors a number of months ago, getting the board to really get their heads around the 

concept. The board was great. They all stepped up to the plate and pledged and contributed 

to the campaign, but I think it’s again driving the communication so that people don’t think 

“Oh, you reached your total and now you’re done.” No, we’re going to keep pushing. We’re 

going to keep going ,and you want to look at the communication. One thing to do though 

electronically, but you know now we’re moving into getting in front of people face-to-face at 

meetings and talking about the project and the campaign and to get people to understand  

“Yeah, we could have funded this out of our budget. Not a problem.” That’s easy, but we took 

this approach because we wanted to experiment and it’s been a great one so far. 

Beth: I think there’s so many interesting things in that and one of the things that you just 

said, to make it work, we have to communicate, but you can also look at it as doing this 

and choosing to go this way, it gave you an opportunity to communicate and a story to 

communicate around instead of asking somebody to buy something from you, you’re asking 

somebody to join you in this effort. It’s a subtle difference, but just the fact that the moment 

it starts out with a budget of zero and if everybody contributes, then something can happen. 

It’s not like saying “We created this thing for you, and now we’re trying to push it down your 

throats,” but it’s giving people an opportunity to say “I vote for that. I want in and while I 

become a little tiny piece of a founder of something that didn’t exist before I got involved.” It 

creates buy-in and sort of it’s own little micro-membership right there. 

Michael: Exactly and I think it’s, you know where we’re going with this is incredibly interesting 

and incredibly exciting and we’re getting people coming to us and saying “We’re really 

interested in what you’re doing. I need to know more. What do you see the final product 

looking like?” and we were able to sketch that out. We’re on a very ambitious time line. The 



people who have been supporting us our commitment to them is they will get their board 

card decks by November of this year. That leads us into the whole content and creation side, 

the production, the testing, the marketing of it, but to your point, Beth, I think it’s to a lot of 

people, it’s to be part of something new, something different and I think again you touched 

on we’re in kind of in a unique position that I sit in working with a wide range of associations 

and not-for-profits. It’s those people coming to us and saying “How did you do this? What 

did you do right? What did you learn? What do we need to avoid?” I think the thing that 

struck me when I started taking a look at Indiegogo campaigns that people are running or 

even on Kickstarter, I think there was a lot of what I saw of “Help me get to whatever it was,” 

whatever strong sense of what the value was coming out of that and I think again with Jeff’s 

advice and involvement, we were really deliberate about how we’re going to move forward 

on this, being really clear in the messaging. This is not a donation. Don’t give to us because 

you feel sorry for us. That’s not the issue and like I said, we could have funded this right out 

of our operations, no problem, but we wanted to see from the end-user what their interest is 

and it gets really continuing to create and maintain that type of excitement around there and 

obviously this one in particular. 

Beth: Right, and I think it comes down to all the different parts. I’ll put a link to the Indiegogo 

page in the show notes so people can see what you prepared, but let’s talk a little bit about 

tactics now because I know my audience likes to know, “That’s really great, but how? How did 

you do it?” I want to talk a little bit about the things that you did to get ready to launch and 

then some of the tactics you’ve been doing in an ongoing basis. Obviously you had to create 

a page on the Indiegogo website, but you also have a video on the website, which many, 

many Indiegogo and Kickstarter campaigns have up there. How did you go about creating 

your video? Was that somebody you used out-of-house or in-house or a service? 

Michael: It was a real interesting situation. Jeff and I often laugh about this scenario. I was in, 

I’m trying to think right now. I think I was in Montreal on business, Jeff was on a flight going 

from Washington to Denver on wi-fi communicating with the video creator who was based in 

the United Kingdom. We were doing this back and forth and as Jeff often says “How cool was 

that?” He said “I’m on a plane on wi-fi, relating with you the changes to the videographer 

in the UK,” and I think you know that was one of the things that really had to come together 



back to your question on tactics. We had to really look at this deliberately and for people 

who are listening to this podcast, we were looking at CSAEBizModel.com. You’ll see all the 

experiments and Beth can send the link back to the campaign would be really helpful as well 

to help see what we did here, but we literally had to sit down and say “OK, what is it that we 

want to do here as you said tactically? When do we want to launch by? What’s the amount? 

Why that amount? We’re working on other campaigns as well. What are the stretch goals? 

What are we looking to people to contribute?” Canada you know many years ago, we did 

away with the dollar bill and the two dollar bills with what we call loonies and the toonie, 

which is a riff on loonie so they’re coins so you can even donate $5 just to help support us, 

but for $25, you get one card deck and that was part of the tactics and saying “What are 

people going to get? What’s the communication?” but behind all that was around saying we 

need to build the video for the card deck because we know that visually most people, they 

see something, they hear something, it resonates much stronger than just giving the standard 

30-second elevator pitch. We had to look back at the tactics. We had to look at it again, 

the communication, to the board of directors, to our volunteers, to our chapters across the 

country and to all staff about “What are we trying to do here? What does it mean in terms of 

our communications?” So tactically and back saying which audience are we going to go out to 

initially? Who is secondary? Who’s the tertiary audience?

Beth: What kinds of things did you do? Like what type of communications did you do to reach 

those people?

Michael: A lot of face to face discussion, a lot of email. There were phone calls made. 

We didn’t have time to use direct mail, but you know we will use that as another kind of 

communication piece. We’re on social media as well. We had articles in our newsletter so we 

really had to be mindful of those different communication tools that we had, that we could 

access. That was a really critical force. I think again part of it was also getting the board to 

say we’re going to step up to the plate and part of the tactic around this was for the listeners 

to understand is that when you go out the door on these types of campaigns, you want to 

make sure that you’ve got a number of contributions that are going to come in fairly quickly 

because there’s nothing worse than ending up at the end of the first day and you have zero 

sitting there. We had to be very deliberate and some of our very key supporters, articulate 



to them. There were phone calls that I made and said this is what we’re doing. This is the 

value of what we’re doing. This is why we need you to support this and again it was we’re not 

looking for a donation here. We need you to support this because you see the value for your 

organization. We got out that door on June 1 and I think you know within 30 minutes of the 

campaign going live, we were sitting at over $2,500 already and then at the end of the day we 

were at $6,300. There’s a lot of work tactically you need to do. You need to know that you’ve 

got people who are going to come forward and frankly put their money where their mouth is.

Beth: I think that’s a really important thing for people to know. It’s not like you go in and do 

the tech and build the website and send out an email and it’s done. It’s very much like other 

types of other fundraising campaigns where you know you’ve got this silent part that you do 

in the beginning to build up your support and say “On this day at this time, we need you to 

support us. Will you do that?” because money attracts money and when people jump on and 

see how quickly it’s growing, there’s that “I want to get in.” They don’t want to be left behind 

or left out.

Michael: The board members talk about how many times that day they were refreshing their 

website to see where we were at on the campaign and I think you know your point is well-

taken. You’ve got to know you’ve got the support there because you’re right. Success is going 

to breed success so I think that was part of the big tactic. I think tactically too what you’ve 

got to be prepared for is you’re going to have confusion, somebody who doesn’t understand. 

You haven’t explained it well enough as to what you’re trying to achieve, and I think the way 

that we kind of tried to keep phrasing it is this going to help board performance and if you’re 

working the not-for-profit, who in their right mind would say “No, I’m not interested in seeing 

my board do a better job”?

Beth: What do you think the biggest things were that you learned? Maybe some things that 

surprised you about the process? 

Michael: I think for me, it was breaking out of your standard communications role, and I 

mean it in terms of often associations are seen as being the most fluid of folks, hip in terms 

of communication. I think for us we had to really kind of say “Look, we’ve got to change 



how we’re addressing our stakeholders.” You’ve got to come up with a very different, more 

casual, more enthusiastic approach than we’ve had and maybe used in the past. I think that 

was a big learning for me and for my staff and for the board. I think the other thing, too, was 

again getting people to understand that this is not donation time. This isn’t that I’m trying 

to get somebody to support me so I can go to whatever festival for three days. This is very 

deliberate about getting very explicit about where the dollars were going, very explicit again 

about what the benefit was to the end user and I think that was to me a big learning. I think 

it was also the persistence without inundating people with messaging or having a plan in 

place that said “We get out the door the first day and we’re wildly successful, but we’ve got 

to keep the momentum going.” I think that for me was something that really resonated and 

it was clear that you have to always think what are the next couple of steps going forward. I 

think again getting peoples’ head around the whole idea of doing not only a card deck as an 

experiment, but funding it as an experiment and tying the two together because people did 

say it was interesting to watch this. We had people saying “Yeah, I understand we can just 

fund this. We can just do this,” but this is really going to tell us something different about how 

to fund and really engage people to the point we made earlier.

Beth: I think that’s really huge because I would wonder if you got any pushback from people 

that said “You guys have the money. Why are you asking us for the money?”

Michael: Yeah, we had one person that did raise that issue, and we explained it to them. 

They kind of went “OK, I got it,” and they kind of saw the link again and the experiment of 

the funding, the experiment of the card deck, and I think it goes back to something you and I 

were talking about earlier about what associations do and have done is “OK, we’ve come up 

with this great program with service based on member stakeholders’ feedback, board wisdom, 

staff experience. Let’s go out the door” and they go out, launch a product and after they’ll 

go “Hmm, this thing isn’t working as well as we thought it would,” emphasis being on we 

thought, not what people thought and then typically what happens is people just decide “OK, 

if we just market it more, explain it more, people will buy into it.” It doesn’t matter what you 

do. You could buy a billboard in Times Square. You could paint the side of a jet. Whatever. 

People don’t want it because you never spent the time asking them if they’re actually 

intereste in it, and I think again that’s been a big learning for us as well, to take that back 



and say “Let’s not be afraid to experiment. Let’s be very clear.” We have been and we said to 

our stakeholders that we will continue to refine these ideas based on input, commentary and 

experience. A number will continue to evolve and move to market. And in candor we said 

some of these may just drop by the wayside, but the great thing is...

Beth: But that’s a good thing.

Michael: It is and the great thing is around that you’re not pushing in huge gobs of money. 

You’re not dropping $50,000 into a project. You’ve deliberately got $5,000 in there that you’re 

prepared back to that risk is to say there’s an upside here and there’s certainly a downside, but 

at the end of the day if we decide we have to adjust, it’s quickly done, or we decide to move 

it forward, we can do that, but if we decide to park it, that’s not a problem either, and rather 

than keep holding on to that. Just continually thinking that you can just try harder. It’s going 

to perform. 

Beth: Right, and all these little experiments are going to build up and add up to really give 

you a picture of you know who your members are or what they want and how you can create 

things that are driven by them and serve them, which will only be able to make you guys 

smarter at what you create in the future and will make your members feel more powerful, 

more like they’re part of creating what the organization actually is.

Michael: Exactly. I think, too, we were talking about the other segments that we’re going 

after so you take a look at boards of directors and you can just take the typical size of 

roughly 12-15 people. You get a number that are going to churn in and churn out every year 

and then you’ve got another group of people who have been there maybe only two years, 

some of them four, some of them six years so you’ve got a wide array of experience and 

engagement levels and we’re looking very much at that as the feedback coming from those 

people as someone who is newly seated on the board, they want something very different 

than somebody who is now moving into the role of the chair. You have the same type of 

thing looking at the other segment and when we talked of F10s, first 10 years of working in 

association. We know from talking to that cohort that the association staff between the ages 

of 22-32, people within that age span, there’s different things that they want depending on 



whether they’re 22-25, 26-29 and 30-32 and then the other segment is growth-oriented, trying 

to do early in the game, but we’ve got a lot of work to do is to get those people engaged as 

well as the members. Tell us what you like about this, be brutally honest about what you like 

and what you don’t like. We’re not here to sell this to you. We’re here to listen. We’re here 

to refine and to move forward. I think too what’s interesting around experiments is you know 

the 10-12 that we’ve got on the site, you know there’s more to come as we move through 

this process so it’s not as if we say “We’ve got 10 and that’s it.” We know we’re going to see 

other things evolve and I think the thing that Jeff often talked about with our board and I 

think it’s critical for people to look and start down this path of looking at your business model 

and experimenting. You know, once the genie is out of the bottle, go down this path and you 

know, you’re on it forever. You continually have to function so you can’t decide “Oh, we’ve 

done this for two years. Now we’re going to go back to the way we used to be.” You can’t do 

that.

Beth: Right. Having now done this, you’ve learned a few things. What are the key tips that 

you can possibly give to any of the listeners that are out there that you know heard about 

Indiegogo and Kickstarter and crowd-funding, and you know some people are probably 

thinking “I wish I could do that” and there’s other people that might think “That could never 

work for our organization.” Do you have any advice that you could give to any type of a 

listener out there?

Michael: I think what I’d say is try, not try, park your biases and just mentally just put that 

off somewhere else and look at this and say “If I was starting from zero, how would I go 

about doing this?” and then really look at what campaigns have worked, what ones haven’t. 

Be really clear about what it is you want to try to achieve and sure obviously that if you’re 

reporting to a board of directors that the board understands the concept, that the board 

gets their head around what you’re trying to do, but also you’re reaching out to your other 

constituents, your members and your stakeholders so that they understand what you’re doing 

because as you know in associations and not-for-profits, so much of what is done successfully 

is that the consultation and the careful listening to the people’s opinions, so that’s a big part 

of this thing. I think you know your road to ruin is if you as a chief staff officer or senior staff 

person just decides you’re going to do this in a vacuum, you’re doomed to failure. I think that 



to me the important thing is for the staff and senior volunteers to get their head around this 

and then to look at this and be really clear about what we’re trying to do and keep pushing 

this point is “What are we trying to do here and how is it going to benefit the audience that 

we’re trying to reach or the audiences that we serve?” I think that that’s advice that I would 

give the people, but I think as well you know, you can’t get into this halfway. You can’t decide 

you’re just going to flirt around this a little bit. If it doesn’t work, it doesn’t work. You’ve 

got to get it right so you’ve got to make that commitment and I would say to those chief 

staff officers out there that you’ve got to be part of this process regardless of how big your 

organization is. You can’t be detached from it. You can’t decide that “Well, if this is a crashing 

failure, I managed to keep an arm’s length away from it.” You can’t do that. You need to be 

committed. You need to be seen as being committed, and you need to be part of the process 

and you need to be driving it. You know, you can’t do it halfway is the advice that I would say.

Beth: Can you give people an idea of the time, the lead time and the time commitment that 

somebody really needs to be thinking about if they were going to try an experiment like this?

Michael: Good question. We started I would say we had started talking about an Indiegogo 

campaign, Jeff and I. It was probably late fall of 2014, talked about things, talked to the 

board in January and then our volunteers. Further discussed the idea, but then when we were 

moving forward and we really hit go, I would say it probably was about a 6-8 week process 

before we launched on June 1. It wasn’t months and months of preparation. When the board 

was comfortable with the idea and understood what we wanted to do, that’s where Jeff’s work 

really kicked in on that particular experiment around working with us on communication. He 

and I would meet frequently around the stretch target, stretch goals. We also started talking 

about once we get going forward, how are we going to keep the communication going? How 

are we going to create the content? So it was pretty intense for the 6-8 week period leading 

up to the campaign.

Beth: Right, and I do think it’s important for people to also hear that your first conversations 

about it happened back in the fall. To go from a spark of an idea to full execution, one of 

the things that I see a lot of with any type of a launch is the amount of writing that is needed 

to get the complete cycle, astounds people and most people are not prepared for, like they 



know I’m going to need to do some emails and I’m going to have to get some stuff up on our 

website, but when you actually sit down to do it and execute it, it’s shocking. I mean, did you 

guys find that as well?

Michael: Yeah, I think we found there was a lot going into it. I think what was interesting, 

Beth, was that the same time we were moving forward to launching the business model 

transition website so it was for the Indiegogo campaign and just one piece of a huge puzzle 

so there was so much going on anyhow around writing for the new site, and obviously in 

Canada both official languages, we always had to have that in mind.

Beth: That’s right. You’ve got double the writing. 

Michael: It was just another part of the process for us and I think what I found, that was 

interesting, the board was asking how was everything going and how was the staff doing. 

People automatically assume all this additional work is a huge burden. You know, without a 

doubt, it’s additional work. You make that very clear, but it was so bloody exciting, it didn’t 

seem like it was work, and we’ve obviously got your day job you’re tending to. It’s interesting 

how efficient you can become in terms of your day-to-day routine where you’ve got these 

additional responsibilities and then additional focus to deal with and you know, I would like to 

think that the real stuff in terms of the day-to-day operations wasn’t neglected as we moved 

down this path. So I think it’s a mindset you have to get into and I think your point as well is 

you’ve got to be prepared to write. There is a lot of writing to do and I think what you always 

have to be looking at is how do we continue to tweak those messages to make sure that 

people are engaged through the whole process.

Beth: That is fabulous! Michael, how can people get in touch with you if they had more 

questions or wanted to talk to you a little bit about your process?

Michael: MAnderson@CSAE.com or you could call me at (416) 363-3555 ext. 234. We have 

a toll free number, but I’m not always certain whether it works out of the States, but it’s (800) 

461-3608 ext. 234 or you can also get me on LinkedIn, and I’m always happy to talk to people 

about what we’ve gone through and what we’ve learned and what we’re looking forward to 

doing.



Beth: Thank you so much for joining me today. This was so interesting and so timely 

for me having just written a section on different ways to fund marketing initiatives and 

communications projects at organizations. I learned a lot and I’m sure that everybody that’s 

listening is going to find it really, really interesting. Thank you so much for sharing your project 

with both me and the nonprofit community. 

Michael: Beth, it’s been an absolute pleasure, and thanks for having me. 

Beth: Thank you.




