
Beth: Hello! This is Beth Brodovsky. Welcome to Driving Participation. Today I am thrilled to 

have Sarah Durham on with me. Sarah is the principal and founder of Big Duck and the author 

of a wonderful book, “Brand Raising,” that I finally got a chance to read myself, and after 

reading it, I realized that it is so rare to read a book and actually agree with everything that 

the writer said, that I had to get Sarah on here to talk about the idea of branding in nonprofit. 

Hopefully we will not geek out too much to you. Sarah, thank you so much for joining me 

today.

Sarah: Thanks Beth. It’s really fun to be here.

Beth: This is such a great topic. I am actually working on a course that’s going to be launching 

soon about the concept of branding for organizations and to get ready for it, I put out a 

questionnaire about what are people’s two biggest questions on branding and so many of 

the thing people came up with were things that I answer every day and I know having read 

your book, you probably answer every day too. This is such a great opportunity to expand this 

conversation around branding and where it’s a value for nonprofit organizations. To kick us off, 

why don’t you tell us a little bit about your background and how you wandered into this work.

Sarah: Well, I started Big Duck back in 1994. My business is actually 21 years old.

Beth: Congratulations! You can drink.

Sarah: Exactly. We’re legal. To some extent, I fell into it. I was doing a lot of creative work in 

the early 90s and I saw an opportunity to sort of go out on my own, start something, started 

hiring people, made the decision in about 2000 to specialize in working with nonprofits and 

pretty quickly that became an exclusive focus on nonprofits. Today I have a staff of 16 people 

and all of our clients are nonprofits. Mostly mid-sized and larger organizations, and the work 

we do is about effective brand strategy and development, outreach and fundraising and 
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awareness campaigns and an internal communications related capacity building and it’s just 

kind of been a journey, but I hope it’s been a journey that reflects both sort of the passion 

I feel and other people in my business feel for nonprofits and the reality that nonprofits are 

operating in and kind of a very fast-moving communications landscape. Things like social 

media, websites, email—a lot of these things have taken nonprofits by surprise and caused a 

lot of turmoil and rethinking. It’s been a great journey and a journey of a lot of change. 

Beth: It’s so great to hear you say that because I started in 1996 and also did the same sort 

of specialization right around 2000. It’s so funny to hear you say that and so because your 

journey is so similar to mine, I would just love to know, what was that thing? What made you 

decide that this is where you wanted to focus your considerable energy?

Sarah: Well the first 4-5 years at Big Duck, we had a mix of for profit and nonprofit clients and 

as I think most people do in the agency world, you put your heart and soul into the work. You 

really want to provide the best work you can and often times at the end of the day when I go 

home, sometimes late at night, I think about what had happened during the day and what I 

felt was most meaningful or my team felt was most meaningful and clearly it was the work with 

the organizations that were mission-driven. If I was up late working on something having to do 

with selling product, particularly if it wasn’t a product I found particularly useful in the world, 

I just didn’t feel as good about how I was spending my time, but working with nonprofits, I 

found, and I’m sure you found you get to meet the most inspiring and passionate people, and 

you get to do work where you really feel like you’re making a difference. Ours is in many ways 

back-office work. We’re the people who help the people who are doing the great work, but I 

feel really fortunate to be able to do that, and I think it’s a great way to spend a career.

Beth: I so agree with you and it’s very similar to my reasons. I say a lot of times it just wasn’t 

fulfilling to be the fourth bullet left on a mid-level manager’s corporate checklist, and this 

work, you feel like every day you’re doing something that both matters to the people that 

are executing the work and then matters to the end user that benefits because the work is 

done. It’s just so much more inspirational and fun for me. It’s interesting to talk to you about 

it and hear the same story. One of our focuses in the business that we say is we focus on 

driving participation, what are those things that inspire people to show up, stick around and 

give back, and so I always love to ask the people that I talk to, in the work that you do, how 



would you define participation? What aspect of that matters to your clients, and what are you 

seeing?

Sarah: Well, I think that most nonprofits are very focused when they think about driving 

participation on their external audiences. They are focused on, I love your language. How 

do you get people to show up, stick around and give back, and that certainly is key to the 

success of any mission so there’s obviously a lot of time and energy and sometimes money 

that’s sort of afforded to those external audiences, but I also think it’s really important and 

sometimes overlooked a little bit to remember that that work requires internal capacity, too, 

so getting the right staff people to show up, stick around and give back with their best work 

to be accountable, to be productive, to make sure that the organization’s resources, donor 

dollars, are really going to the activities that are going to yield the best results. I’m actually 

interested in both of those aspects. The external stuff and the internal stuff that makes it work 

and I think some of the most exciting moments of change within a nonprofit are when those 

two things can come together and things really take off.

Beth: Absolutely. One of the terms that I often use is I call practical creative is what we do 

because it’s so easy to get excited by something that externally looks really fabulous and 

dramatic, but if the tools people use to build their communications programs aren’t functional 

for the people that are executing it, it all just dies on the vine.

Sarah: Absolutely, and I’ve seen a few organizations have what you’d think is a good 

problem, but it really is a bad problem where all of a sudden so many people are requesting 

information or making gifts or calling that the organization can’t keep up and those people 

who should really be engaged and participating become alienated because the organization 

lacked the capacity to shepherd those relationships effectively.

Beth: That’s a really good point. 

Sarah: You think that that would be a good problem to be swamped with opportunity, but I’m 

more philosophically more of the mind that it’s better to bite off what you can chew and kind 

of build a stable solid foundation so that by the time you do really get out there and scream 

loud and proud, you’ve got the infrastructure to support what hopefully will come of that.



Beth: Absolutely, and that is a perfect lead-in to the concept that we’re going to be talking 

about today, about what branding is, and I’m sure that you find the same thing that I do when 

I use that word, people think it means all different things and even those of us that do this 

work define it in different ways a little bit. I feel like the best place for us to start is for you to 

tell me how do you define the word branding?

Sarah: Yeah, and I think you and I have probably had because our businesses have a lot of 

parallels, I think we’ve probably had similar experiences. Back in the ‘90s even using the 

word “branding” with a nonprofit could be a no-no. People saw branding as a very for-profit 

sector concept, and that’s changed a lot and actually in the past few years we’ve seen more 

and more organizations really embracing branding concepts and seeing branding as much 

bigger than the sort of most obvious stuff like logo development. I think that branding is first 

and foremost about perception and that when we talk about an organization’s brand or a 

businesses brand, we’re talking about how that organization or business is perceived in the 

minds of people both within it and outside of it and there are aspects of the brand that an 

organization can to some extent direct or control and aspects that exist kind of beyond your 

control, but you can be aware of and monitor and perhaps try to influence. In many ways there 

are hard elements of branding and soft elements of branding and the organizations that I’ve 

seen who really activate really powerful brands juggle those dynamics kind of fluidly.

Beth: Yeah, I feel the same way. I always say that it’s not what you show, what you say and 

what you do. It’s what people hear, what they see and what they experience. People often 

when they hear me say things like that say “If I can’t control it, what is the point of putting all 

of this time and energy and money into crafting a brand or defining a position if I’m not going 

to be able to control it?” What do you say to people when they say things like that?

Sarah: Well, I think that branding is a strategy. I don’t think it is everything an organization 

needs to do or think about, but I think it’s a strategy about setting up the dynamics to help 

achieve a mission. Having a really, really well-known brand, but not achieving results isn’t 

great. Awareness for awareness sake doesn’t amount to much, but I think the question is if 

a donor has heard of your organization and heard good things or has positive associations 

or if they visit your website and it’s clear and powerful or if they come to an event and there 

are compelling mission moments, are they more likely to care and are they more likely to 



give or if you’re trying to recruit people into programs, are they more likely to connect in 

the right ways if the first points of contact they have with you are reassuring and confidence 

inspiring? In a way, it’s maybe something that may happen in a job interview. You might go 

on a job interview and you could show up at a job interview relatively unprepared, not having 

brushed your teeth or your hair, not making eye contact, not trying to look and feel and sound 

buttoned up, but we all know that that’s not likely to impress the people that are interviewing 

you so part of what crafting a brand is all about is trying to put in place those hard and soft 

components that are going to set the organization up for success for the effective interview. 

Ultimately it’s up to the mission. It’s up to the work itself to be a value and of use, but 

communications can go a long way towards opening those doors.

Beth: Every nonprofit has a mission. Many of them have taken that mission and turned it into 

a mission statement. Some of them even have vision statements and value statements. In a 

lot of ways, an organization could look at that and say “I have a mission statement. Why do I 

need a brand?” Why does a nonprofit need to focus on branding? What can that do for them 

that maybe isn’t being done for them through their mission language?

Sarah: Well, the mission is one and vision and values are each components in a kind of 

universe of components that express things, but a lot of people might visit your website 

and never find that mission statement or never read those values and they’re going to pick 

up on very subtle cues about your organization from a lot of different sources. One of the 

examples I often like to use is in the animal rights world, there are a number of very well-

known organizations, organizations like PETA, People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals, 

or the Humane Society or the ASPCA for instance. These are all large national organizations 

that have pretty sophisticated volunteer and programmatic and fundraising machines, but 

it’s the sense of the brand, the sense of the personality of those organizations and what they 

exist to do that is distinguishing. If I identify with a more edgy or radical or out there attitude, 

then the PETA brand might speak to me more and their mission might resonate for me a bit 

more, the way they do their programs may resonate a bit more, but if I have a different kind of 

attitude or personality, I might not support PETA. I might find that actually off-putting, so the 

elements that we put out ther are very multi-dimensional. People look and hear and read all 

kinds of different things about you and a donor or a client is not going to just have one touch 



point. they’re likely to have many touch points so our job as communicators is to make sure 

those touch points all line up and kind of point in the right direction. 

Beth: Right, and I love what you were saying about that and the personality. I find that people 

say “We’re an organization and you want us to talk about our personality; how can we have a 

personality and why?” Why is that a valuable exercise, and I think that a lot of what branding 

can do, in addition to the external focus and clarity, when you have that, it just makes so 

much of the decision making that happens within an organization so much easier and it’s 

interesting that something as simple as having a personality can do that. So if you say one of 

your personality traits is to be authentic, that might then tell you that using stock photography 

doesn’t align with your values or your personality stream. It’s interesting that people don’t 

always recognize that it’s a guidepost. I actually just had Kivi Leroux Miller on who I know you 

know, and she did a fabulous session a couple of weeks ago on the world of an organization 

and she used the best terminology. She said “A style guide is not a restrictive covenant. It’s 

a home base.” I just thought that was such a great way to describe the role that it plays in an 

organization, that it’s not there to be as everyone calls us “the brand police.” That it’s there 

for you to have a sense of what markers have we drawn around us? Where have we circled our 

wagon so we know that you can ride your tricycle between the fire hydrant and the driveway? 

What’s the range we want to play in in order to be able to provide a level of clarity and 

consistency that helps people get to know us?

Sarah: I totally agree and actually what you’re talking about, Beth, really reinforces the 

finding in a study we did last year called the rebrand effect and there’s a free ebook that I can 

share at the end when we talk about resources about this, but in the beginning of 2014 to 

celebrate Big Duck’s 20th anniversary, we partnered with a market research firm and we did 

what I believe is the first ever quantitative and sort of statistically valid look at the impact that 

rebranding has on the nonprofit because like many of the people you and I talk to, there’s 

people who say “It sounds like changing our communications might be helpful, but how do 

I really know it’s going to be helpful?” We thought it would be interesting to do a national 

study, suppress our clients from it so it wouldn’t just be about the people we work with, and 

find out when most nonprofits out there across the country, regardless of their sub-sector or 

their location or their size, when they rebrand, what are they doing? What besides changing 

their communications might be changing? What are the effects? Did they raise more money? 



Did they do a better job driving participation? Do they see an uptick in media attention? One 

of the interesting findings was that one of the first changes that happens after a rebrand that 

people view as positive is the internal capacity of staff really shifts and it gets much, much 

easier for staff to communicate so Kivi’s point about style guides I think reinforces that. If you 

have been sitting there for years looking at a blank piece of paper trying to figure out how 

to write a grant proposal or create a newsletter article or redesign your website and all of a 

sudden you’re given a guide that has not only ways to use visuals, but messaging points or 

references for strategy that can guide the tone and style, your job just got easier. You’re no 

longer looking at a blank piece of paper. You actually have kind of a leg up, and so we’ve 

seen that no matter what the outcome, the other outcomes are almost always staff people 

just feel like they are able to really communicate a message so much faster and so much 

painlessly, much more painlessly with the benefit of some brand guidance and particular with 

some sort of guide.

Beth: Did you also find that at the end of a year, you’ve got your budget and you’re creating 

all these things, without that home base of a plan, I find that a lot of times people are 

staring at that blank page and they go “Let me just start from scratch and do something,” 

and so at the end of the year, it could look like 20 organizations did the materials. When 

they do that, that same amount of money invested randomly versus that amount of money 

and time invested with cohesion and some strategy and some thinking about what levels of 

connectedness they want among their different communication points, it’s like there’s synergy 

that happens and it adds up to more than the sum of its parts and the same money spent with 

some planning and some though about how everything relates to each other, you could be at 

such a different place at the end of that communications year.

Sarah: Absolutely, absolutely. We see it over and over again and I would much rather see an 

organization if it has the money to do so, get external help for designing something like a 

template or writing something that can be re-purposed, but then use internal staff capacity to 

keep using that template so have somebody externally design your new e-news template, but 

then write those e-newses or e-newsi and …

Beth: That’s going to be a word. I’m making it a word.



Sarah: And don’t reinvent the wheel every time you do things. We’ve seen organizations 

re-purpose stuff over and over and over again and sort of worry “What if our donors or our 

clients say you’re just reusing that same old thing?” and often times if the donor does ask that 

question, the answer is “We’re re-purposing it because it works, and we don’t want to spend 

the time and money to create something new if we’ve got something that works,” and usually 

that actually elicits a better response.

Beth: Absolutely, and it’s hard for people to believe it because when you’re working in your 

organization full-time, you’re ready to poke your eyes out using that same navy blue and the 

same two fonts again and again and then if you have a staff graphic designer or you’re using 

an agency, it’s like we get bored. We get creative and want to do something new. The style 

guide is such a great check and balance to human nature and that feeling that “I’ve seen this. 

I just want to do something different,” because of your own personal reasons and it really 

gives you a moment to think about is this the best use of our time? Is this the best use of our 

money? Is this going to be the best resource? Once it’s done, is it going to work the hardest 

for the organization?

Sarah: Yeah, I think that’s really well-put and the purpose of communication is not to entertain 

the designer on staff.

Beth: That is the best quote ever!

Sarah: As much as we want great staff to be excited and creatively engaged in what they’re 

producing, we often find that just when that staff person is really bored to tears with using 

that same template or those same design elements or that same messaging, that’s actually 

just the beginning of when it’s starting to take root external.

Beth: Absolutely. I completely agree and it’s not your job as an organization to create 

portfolio pieces for a designer. It’s your job to give good communication and the point of 

communication and the point of design is creating that impression and helping people access 

information. It’s a guide point. It’s communication design. It’s not intended to be decorative 

or fine art, which also brings about the point that I know you might have heard some of this, 

that there’s some people that in the nonprofit world, especially nonprofit communications 



roll their eyes when they hear about branding and branding agencies and doing branding for 

nonprofits when what nonprofits need to survive and sustain themselves is fundraising dollars. 

Could you speak a little bit about how sometimes these two, because you work with larger 

organizations, so I’m sure many of the organizations you work with think that fundraising 

people are over here in this one channel and the marketing people might be in a completely 

separate channel. How in your world and in the work that you do, have you seen bringing 

that together and thinking of it as two sides of the same coin that really support each other? I 

know that that’s how you think so can you talk a little bit about that?

Sarah: Yeah, that’s definitely how I think and how others on my team think. I think the 

successful answer really stems from leaderships, attitude and the culture that exists in an 

organization. In fact, one of the things we started thinking about five or six years ago was 

this question of who really owns communications at a nonprofit? In some organizations there 

is a communications staff, but often times, it’s the development staff or the leadership team, 

like the executive director or the CEO, and we started doing some kind of poking around 

with a lot of the organizations that we work with and trying to get a sense of how different 

departments collaborate and looking at really the organizations that seemed to do it well, 

particularly the ones with multiple departments and what we found was it almost doesn’t 

matter who owns the brand or who owns communications in the sense of being responsible 

for it. What really matters is if the leadership has set up a culture that prioritizes consistency 

and that communications matter and that it’s important to collaborate. If you work in an 

organization with deep silos and there are different budgets and different accountability 

systems and the development people are sending out their messages with no coordination 

with the marketing and communications team, then in truth, you’re not communicating all that 

well internally and it’s going to be hard to communicate well externally because the person on 

the receiving end might be getting five different messages in one day from different people in 

your department and that’s not necessarily great. I think the attitude of your executive director 

and your board and sort of the leadership team about not only the communications matters, 

but that effective communications are everybody’s job and that the most effective time to 

change your brand or change your communications is right after strategic planning and also 

right after a new leader has come in, which kind of makes sense. If you had a new executive 

director or a new development director and they come in and they’re kind of in an energized 



period, they are much more likely to inspire people on the team to work differently to see 

things differently and to maybe reorient the way they collaborate.

Beth: Absolutely, which leads to the question of what’s the difference between strategic 

planning and strategic branding? Is there overlap? I feel the same way, that there’s a 

difference and the order makes a difference. How would you explain that to people?

Sarah: Well, we often describe it as strategic planning is organizational development work 

or OD work, and most healthy organizations, we observe, go through some sort of strategic 

planning process every 3-5 years. It might be a formal process. It might be an informal 

process, but every 3-5 years the board and the senior staff just pause and take a look at the 

vision, the mission, the values, the audiences, the objectives, the stuff that makes everything 

in the organization tick, to ask “Is this still on track or are we still going down a road that is the 

right road for the organization?” and those moments of reflection which often involve talking 

to external stake holders or retreats or things like that really are recalibration points. They’re 

opportunities to say “Are we on the same page?” and sometimes in those moments, big, big 

changes happen. We have had a number of clients who we’ve done branding work for who 

have gone through strategic planning processes later that radically changed who they are 

and the work they do so coming out of strategic planning, that’s often the time that you look 

at branding. That’s where communications piece comes in so there’s a sort of overlap period 

and we often find that the difficulty in that overlap period is that the research or ramp up that 

a good communications process requires does involve some stake holder resource reflection 

and if you’ve just been through strategic planning, you might have a little bit of process 

fatigue and it can be a little hard to get a team that’s sort of just gone through especially 

like a lengthy strategic planning process to now do more process. Ideally if you know you’re 

going to go through strategic planning and it’s likely to change your communications, it is 

valuable to layer a communications component through the strategic planning process. That 

will just help you manage that process fatigue, but the type of expertise that an organizational 

development process requires and the type of expertise that a branding or communications 

process requires can be quite different. I wouldn’t assume that your strategic planning 

consultant is going to be necessarily helping with branding or that your branding consultant 

will be necessarily helpful with strategic planning. There are a couple of people who do both, 



but usually these areas are pretty different in terms of skill sets they require.

Beth: Right, and I think it’s so great to be able to bring somebody on and interview them and 

have them say the things that I want to tell people all the time. Another question that I get a 

lot is what’s the difference between branding for a nonprofit and corporate branding? All of 

the things that we think of and then everybody says “They’re a brand. Anything from jeans to 

the Kardashians.” How would you define the difference between or is there any?

Sarah: In terms of that broad definition of branding is about perceptions, there are no 

differences. People have feelings about nonprofits just the way they have feelings about 

for-profits or the way they have feelings about the Kardashians or Beyoncé. With that said, 

I actually think that in the work that you do or that I do, there’s a significant difference in 

what it takes to lead a nonprofit through a successful branding process versus what it takes 

to go through a process with a for profit and I get a little bit worried when nonprofits hire 

firms or work pro bono with people who have no nonprofit branding experience because the 

differences can really play out in the process. In a for-profit, the brand is largely the kind of 

decision-making jurisdiction of the CEO and a lot of companies, particularly smaller to mid-

size companies and maybe even some very large companies go through very, very dramatic 

re-brands where basically the only decision maker or stake holder whose opinion matters is 

the CEO. That couldn’t be further from the truth in a nonprofit. If you take a nonprofit through 

a branding process and you only really actively involve the executive director, you can pretty 

much be sure that brand won’t stick because the staff, the board, the donor population 

and maybe even the client population are quite likely to be alienated through the process 

and even just sort of reject the outcome of it. Stakeholder buy-in, who is involved, where 

they’re involved, how to make sure people are involved sort of appropriately is a really big 

process difference. Another big difference and this is probably the biggest difference of all, 

is who the brand exists for externally because in the for profit world, if you as a business 

are communicating effectively with your clients or customers and you’re getting business 

from them, they’re paying you, then you’ve been pretty effective at brand building, but in 

a nonprofit, the audiences are much more varied. In some cases, what will be appealing 

and compelling to a donor, might actually be alienating to a client or to a policy maker. We 

actually worked on a project recently where when we did research, we found that using the 



word “poverty” was very, very effective in some of the donor conversations, and it’s a word 

that sort of had a lot of power for people who supported this organization deeply, but for 

the line staff and for the clients, using the word “poverty” felt very stigmatizing and very 

alienating, and so the branding challenge was how to communicate in a way that wouldn’t 

alienate the clients, but would emotionally be a resonant for the donors. Actually I would 

argue that nonprofit branding can be much harder and much more complicated because the 

stakeholders who support the work are often different from the people who benefit from the 

work and we have a lot of perspectives to juggle along the way.

Beth: So the audience is a great thing to talk about, and there are always multiple 

audiences, but I always think that in every different type of communication, you can’t always 

communicate to everything so in many cases, especially if you’re an organization that 

once you move into communications has a limited, everyone has a limited budget. That’s 

what I would say. It’s sort of like saying affordable. It doesn’t mean anything, but not every 

organization has the capacity to effectively segment and channel separate their emails for 

example. If you’re an organization that doesn’t necessarily have the capacity to do that, have 

you found that they have to make choices of who their priority audience is and how have 

people done that and come up with something that works for them? To be branded, you have 

to make choices and be narrow and say this is who we are and this is our story as opposed to 

saying we want everyone to know about us.

Sarah: I mean I think that actually we’ve seen over and over again there are sometimes really 

isn’t as much of a corollary as you would expect between size of an organization and the 

ability for them to communicate in segmented or sophisticated ways.

Beth: That’s good to know.

Sarah: I mean we have some clients that are very small organizations who have the advantage 

of being extremely agile and sort of dexterous about their ability to communicate in more 

personalized ways and we have some clients that are very large, national or international 

organizations who really struggle to communicate in more nuanced ways because they have 

so many people who have to be on board and there’s so many layers of agendas or criteria to 



meet. That’s not always the case, but I guess the tension you’re describing Beth really comes 

down to a concept that I talk about in the book “Brand Raising,” which is first positioning. 

What’s the big idea you want people to think of when they think of your organization and is 

everything supporting that? If you are communicating in more sophisticated or segmented 

ways, you still want that donor’s perception to be reinforced and pointing towards something 

that’s similar to what your clients perception or what the policy maker’s perception may be 

or what the person you’re thinking about hiring perception might be. I often feel that what 

a lot of organizations do is they get on a boat and they leave the harbor and they sit around 

and they hope that they’ll reach the right island destination, whereas we all know that if you 

set the latitude and longitude and you know where you’re trying to head before you try to 

set sail, you have a much better chance of getting there efficiently. Positioning does that. If 

you start by asking the question “What do we want people to think about us?” and not just 

in specific segmented ways, but universally. What should everybody believe is true about 

who we are and what we do? It’s much more likely that you’ll be able to point towards that 

destination in either general ways or more segmented ways as you communicate.

Beth: Excellent. You’ve done many, many of these projects. Could you share a story at all from 

something that you’ve worked on to tell people a little bit about a process that you moved 

somebody through and the kind of impact they had after going through it? Tell us a little 

brand effect story.

Sarah: Yeah, sure. Well, one case study that I think my team is very excited about right now 

comes from an organization that we’ve been working with for maybe about two years now. 

When they hired us, they were called Families of SMA. SMA is a rare disease, spinal muscular 

atrophy, and this is a small kind of relatively rare disease and Families of SMA was very, very 

well-known within the SMA community. They had a lot of support from individual donors in 

that community. They’re funding really important research and the work that they had done 

had actually led them really to the brink of scientific discovery that might cure SMA. It was 

very exciting inflection point and when they originally reached out to us, the question they 

were asking was “How can we reach beyond those family members and those people who 

are directly affected by SMA and try to build support, particularly fundraising support beyond 



because if we could just raise more money, we might actually cure this thing and the sooner 

we do that, the sooner we’re actually going to save the lives of children.” We took them 

through our process, which we call brand raising, and through that work, made a bunch of 

changes to the way they were communicating, but we also kept some things the same and 

I think it’s important to know that just because you’re going through rebranding, it doesn’t 

mean that you want to throw the baby out with the bath water. Part of the good branding 

process is trying to really identify what has equity, what’s working and what maybe needs to 

be adjusted to be more effective. In their case, we actually ended up changing their name 

just slightly from Families of SMA to Cure SMA and we ended up making some changes to 

their messaging and their visual communications, really trying to push perception away from 

the idea of families or insiders only towards a more position of leadership in this particular 

area more broadly. That rebrand culminated with the launch of a new website and in 2014 at 

the year end, we did the first-ever year-end appeal that truly leveraged their new brand, and 

this was an organization that had actually effectively been raising quite a bit of money in their 

year-end appeal, and I think they have a relatively small staff, but they had only really hired 

somebody who was doing communications in the branding process, and in 2014 their goal 

was to beat the year-end appeal income they had had in previous years. In previous years 

they had raised as much as half a million dollars, so that was no small feat, but they set about 

using the new brand and we worked with them on a year-end appeal that in some ways was 

quite like things they had done in the past, but the shift was really about having talked about 

their work, how they messaged their work and how they tried to engage people beyond 

those who were directly effected. As of early January when the kind of preliminary tally on this 

campaign was completed, they had raised over $770,000 from this campaign and actually last 

time I spoke to them, I think they were closer to about $850,000 so they haven’t yet doubled 

what they did in 2013, but they saw a significant increase. We’re very excited about it because 

actually the goal of why they went through this rebrand is coming to bear. We’re seeing the 

results. Also exciting, they saw 109 percent increase in their response rate from 2013 so not 

only are they raising more money, but more people are likely to actually be engaging with 

them. There’s a case study about this on our website on BigDuckNYC.com if you want to poke 

around, but that’s just one example and it’s also true of what we saw not just with our clients, 

but in our national study that over 50 percent of organizations that rebrand do see revenue 

increases. There is a real fundraising return on investment that many organizations feel and so 



for many organizations, that’s the catalyst for doing this work and our experience is that it can 

and does often work.

Beth: That is a really great story. I think it’s really important for people to know because 

somebody might come to you and say “I need help with our annual appeal,” and you may 

only be able to have so much impact on that with the story that they have right now and to 

communicate that sometimes as I said before, backing the truck all the way up and really 

looking at why do you need help with your annual appeal? What problem are you having and 

seeing if that even is something that can be addressed within the scope of that project or 

whether there’s actually a different project that needs to happen so that their ultimate goal 

can be realized.

Sarah: Absolutely. I mean we definitely live in a multi-channel world and so a lot of times 

we end up this sort of day-to-day communications like that year-end appeal or the need to 

update the website put real pressure on staff people to get things done and backing the truck 

up is often going to yield better results, but it requires a lot more time, often times more 

money. It’s not an easy thing to do. We really encourage organizations to plan for significant 

changes in their communications as far out as possible and don’t have the kind of if we build 

it they will come attitude. Remember that maintaining your communications is a lot like 

maintaining your house. You have to budget and plan for big renovations every once in awhile 

and along the way you do a lot of cleaning and fixing and mending and that’s how you kind of 

keep things under control.

Beth: Right, I know because we hear a lot of that, too. I get a lot of “Well, we need to do 

a rebranding, but what we need right now is” this has to be done or we just need to and I 

always say I just want somebody to put just is the most expensive word in business on my 

tombstone because every time somebody comes to me and says “No, no, no. You don’t need 

to talk to anybody else. Just talk to our CEO and we’ll rebrand that way” or “No, no, no. We 

don’t need to do all this strategy. We just need some real clarity around our color palate and 

that’s what we want to do to rebrand,” and I think it’s clear from the things that you’ve been 

sharing about the real deep and more long-lasting impact and financial impact that can come 

out of really thinking strategically about your purpose, why you exist and connecting people 



to that in a way that’s clear and urgent and important and let’s them know what you want them 

to do. 

Sarah: Yeah.

Beth: Let’s wrap up with giving people some resources. Your book is amazing. I want you to 

make sure you share people. It’s a wonderful read. It’s an easy read. The great thing about 

the way Sarah writes is it’s in real people language. A lot of other resources you might read 

on branding seem like they are written for people with a PhD in branding already or only for 

somebody who is studying it. It’s very, I call it consultingese, and what I loved about your 

book is it’s so accessible and understandable by people who may not even have a marketing 

background. It’s absolutely worth reading. We’ll put a link to your book on the show notes 

page. What other good resources have you found when people want to start thinking about 

this that you might want to point them to?

Sarah: First of all Beth, thank you. That’s very nice to hear. It’s nice when people find it 

accessible. There are a lot of great resources out there. Earlier in this podcast you mentioned 

Kivi Leroux Miller. She does some terrific writing and has written I think two excellent books 

about nonprofit communications and marketing. One of the most timeless and useful books 

about brand strategy is Al Ries and Jack Trout’s book, “Positioning.” It’s called “Positioning: 

The Battle for Your Mind,” and it was written 30 or 40 years ago, but I still think it’s a really 

useful book for somebody who is trying to understand what positioning is, what brand 

strategy is. It’s not written for nonprofits, but it’s very applicable to nonprofits so I always 

recommend that book, and then there are of course a lot of resources in addition to this 

podcast that are specific to the nonprofit sector. On our website, which is BigDuckNYC.com 

you can download our ebook, “The Rebrand Effect.” That’s the study we did of the impact 

that rebranding has on nonprofits and on the workshops page on our site, we have a number 

of prerecorded webinars and things that you can listen to about, things like surviving the 

rebranding process, is it time to rebrand or how to involve your board or even the relationship 

of your brand to your fundraising campaign. There’s a lot of stuff on our site too. Lastly there 

are some interesting things that have come out in the past year. One is a new book called 

“Brand Idea,” which actually was written by some academics and it is a little bit academic, 



but it’s a very interesting look at nonprofit branding. Lastly there was an interesting piece in 

the SSIR on branding and communications so if you go to the SSIR website, you might find 

searching nonprofit communications or nonprofit branding might get some good stuff too. 

Beth: I will find these things and put all of these links onto the show notes page. I’m sure that 

I would be remiss if I did not ask you the name?

Sarah: How did we get the name Big Duck? When I was starting Big Duck, I very much knew 

the personality I wanted for the business so I wanted the name to be fun and creative and to 

some extent sort of an open vessel because I wasn’t quite sure where this journey was going 

to take me and I didn’t want to have in the name words that might close things down so I 

came up with the name Big Duck. I’m not actually at this point totally clear where that came 

from. I have some ideas in my subconscious where it came from, but I liked it because it gave 

us a lot to work with. It was playful and did a lot of the things I wanted to do without being 

too descriptive and over the years it’s actually worked very well. We are big believers in the 

fact that the parts of your brand you can control and the obvious things, like your logo and 

your messaging and things like that function as a system so we rely on our tagline, which is 

“smart communications for nonprofits” to kind of fill in the nuts and bolts of who we are and 

what we do. The name has surprisingly stood us well.

Beth: Exactly and hopefully you like having people give you tons of gifts of duck things.

Sarah: Yeah, I sort of stopped fighting that. 

Beth: I have a friend who runs an agency that has a bee theme and she had no idea what she 

was creating when she came up with that name.

Sarah: Yeah, so it goes. There could be worse things.

Beth: Absolutely. So Sarah, how can people get in touch with you if they have questions?

Sarah: On Twitter, I’m BigDuckSarah and actually in most social places I’m BigDuckSarah so 

look for me in any social media that excites you, and my email address is Sarah@BigDuckNYC.



com or you can ping me through our website, which is BigDuckNYC.com.

Beth: Sarah, this was fabulous. It was great to finally get a chance to talk to you. Thank you so 

much for sharing your expertise with both me and the nonprofit community even more than 

you already do.

Sarah: Thank you Beth. It’s been a lot of fun.

Beth: Wonderful.


