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

today with Steve Varnum. Steve is the Director of Communications and Marketing for the 

New Hampshire Community Loan Fund. They are a nonprofit that turns investments into loans 

and education that create opportunity for low- and moderate-income people, families and 

communities. Thanks for joining me today, Steve.

Steve: Yeah, I’m happy to be here. Thank you.

Beth: So Steve and I got connected because, Steve, I think that you care connected to me 

through my nonprofit toolkit site, right?

Steve: Yep.

Beth: As we began working on the process of building our branding course, I put a query 

out to my community, all of the people that follow us over on nonprofit toolkit and asked 

everyone “What are your top two questions about branding, and if you’ve been through 

a rebranding process, I’d love to chat with you.” Steve was one of the people that was 

generous enough to give me his phone number and let me have a conversation with him. 

Through the talk that we had about how they did it, I just thought it was such a valuable story 

that I wanted to bring it out to everyone that’s listening to the podcast. Steve was generous 

enough to join me. We’re going to share his story of his rebranding and how they reclaimed 

the value of their organization through the process that they went through. I’d like to start by 

Steve, why don’t you share with everybody a little bit about how you ended up wandering 

into this world of nonprofit communications.

Steve: Well, wandering is a good description. I usually refer to it as my so-called career. I was 

a journalist for 25 years, and my specialty was really writing about social issues. My last piece 

was children and family issues, for example. I’m one of those people who got into journalism 
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because they wanted to change the world. I was approaching my 50th birthday and I started 

to feel like I wanted to be more a part of providing the answers to questions and providing 

the solutions to issues rather than writing about the problems all the time, which is what I felt I 

was doing. Two things happened that kind of solidified that. Within two weeks I was informed 

by the newspaper that I was working for that they were going to end the children and family 

beat, which I really loved and it had been the most meaningful of my work to that point, and 

I received an award called The Voice of Children Award that is given in New Hampshire every 

year to the person who is basically the outstanding advocate for children, so I thought this 

was really interesting. I’ve got the newspaper telling me they don’t really value what I do 

enough for me to keep doing it, and I have this other organization saying I have tremendous 

value as an advocate. Maybe I’m working on the wrong side of this, so I actually left the paper. 

I went to work for a child advocacy agency. I was a lobbyist for children and that was fantastic. 

About five years later I went to work for Ben Cohen who most of you know as the Ben in Ben 

and Jerry’s. I ran a political issues campaign for two years for him educating people about the 

federal budget in the run-up to the New Hampshire primary, and when that ended with the 

primary, I caught on here at the Community Loan Fund. I knew the Community Loan Fund for 

a lot of years, both as a reporter and as the children’s advocate, as an organization that was 

just doing fantastic community based work for families. I told people at the time that I kind of 

felt like I got to join the all-star team. It’s been a really roundabout route.

Beth: It’s so funny. It’s a very similar roundabout route to the way a lot of us ended 

up focusing on this realm, and I hear so many people say that they came to it from a 

journalism background, so that’s really interesting. We’re going to be talking about your 

branding process today, but the overall thing that we always focus on here in the podcast is 

participation. As I always say, it’s such a weird word and it means something different to every 

person and at every organization what you count and what you call participation could be very 

different from say somebody else. At the Loan Fund, how do you define participation? What 

matters to you?

Steve: Well, there are actually a couple of levels. One is the Community Loan Fund is this 

really odd kind of nonprofit because we rely on donations and investments. Now many 

nonprofits kind of use those interchangeably. Our investments are for-real, fixed-interest-

paying, rollover-your-money investments, and so how it works is the investments create the 



loan pool from which the Loan Fund sends its money out. Donations pay for the education, 

training, technical assistance that we provide to our borrowers to help them succeed not only 

as borrowers, but kind of helping them to reach their goals. There’s that level of participation. 

The other level is that the loans we make are loans that other financial organizations can’t or 

won’t make. Generally they are considered too risky or many of them used to be considered 

too risky, where a niche lender, which means that doing the kind of advertising where you buy 

a TV ad or a newspaper ad just doesn’t cut it because we’re lending to very small groups of 

people. We also need the kind of participation that creates kind of word of mouth or buzz to 

help us reach the people we can help with our programs. That’s kind of how we think about it.

Beth: That’s a great definition. You did reach a point though that you needed to do some 

different things and you told me a great story about how you had made some changes to your 

name and that’s the beginning of what kicked off your whole journey through this rebranding 

process. Why don’t you start by telling everyone a little bit about the story you shared with 

me about where you were, where the organization was at the point that it decided that 

rebranding was something that was necessary?

Steve: I know a lot of this story is going to sound really familiar, particularly to your nonprofit 

listeners. The New Hampshire Community Loan Fund had been around 24 years, and, like 

a lot of nonprofits who are in that stage of growth, every time you have a little extra money 

that could be put into operations or it could be put into marketing or it could be put into 

serving your people, most nonprofits choose another way to serve your people in a deeper 

way. We had grown up 24 years. We had 11 different programs all aimed at helping low- and 

moderate-income people, and each of those programs was doing its own communication 

and marketing with little or no professional marketing or communication help or, worst of all, 

really no coordination between them. The predictable thing happened. We had four different 

brands whose language and look didn’t connect them with the Community Loan Fund brand 

or with each other. We had some branded programs really for no reason that I could discern. 

We had other programs that were retail and therefore needed a brand and it was kind of a 

mess. There had never been a central communications and marketing office to pull all that 

together and so as a result we had a result which people would generally now call a house 

of brands as opposed to a branded house. Because public visibility and suppoort are really 

important as I explained here a minute ago, our board of directors put in its five-year strategic 



plan to create greater visibility that would hopefully lead to that support so that’s where I 

come in. I was hired as the first marketing and communications director here. 

Beth: That’s a big kickoff. I love that term. You had a house of brands instead of a branded 

house. One of the things I hear a lot is exactly that. I’ve never heard it put in that term and 

I absolutely love it, but we often run into organizations and colleges run into this as well 

with different schools that have each brand and what happens a lot is the people that are 

leading each of those subset organizations, it’s like everybody has their own. There’s a lot of 

attachment to their current color scheme, their logo, their look, but also sort of their control 

and their ownership and what they say goes and that’s their baby so when you start talking 

about this conversation about rebranding or pulling everything together and making it into 

a system, you get anything from anxiety to anger to resistance and occasionally you get 

support, but usually there’s a lot of pushback, shall we say, or resistance to doing some of that 

stuff. Did you have any of that?

Steve: I’m sure it was more unspoken than there was spoken. It definitely helped that this had 

come down from the board of directors rather than this new marketing guy saying we’ve got 

to do things differently. That always goes over real well. It helped that the board of directors, 

the president, the management were behind it, but I also felt real strongly that if what I 

proposed to them wasn’t an improvement, that they could see right away and say yes, that’s 

so much better than what we had, that it wasn’t going to fly. That was kind of in the back of 

my mind even without hearing that stuff. Of course people are whetted to things that they’ve 

worked on and put in place. My job was to come up with something that was demonstratively 

better that they could see that was better and they could understand how it would help them. 

I have to say that by the time we rolled this out, people were more than on board. They were 

pretty enthusiastic about it.

Beth: Honestly, that’s the key to the entire thing. Starting with a president and a board that 

are not only behind this, but that they’re in front of this. That they are the ones saying that 

this is how it’s going to be and if you want to continue to be involved with our organization, 

you need to get on board. It’s critical. I honestly feel that that’s probably principle number one 

of rebranding. If you don’t have that, your chances of getting through the process unscathed 

and coming out of it with a successfully transformed organization are very slim. 



Steve: I absolutely agree. I could have spun in circles for years without that kind of support. 

I would add to that by saying one of the things that we did to create buy in is we decided 

right up front who we’re going to be in George Bush’s term the deciders. We had two board 

members, our president, our director of development, myself and another communications 

marketing person, this group of six from the outset it was clear that they were going to make 

the decisions, but that said, we had numerous staff meetings. We had numerous postings 

on our internet as we were thinking about design, as we were thinking about language, but 

everybody who wanted to had the information, had a voice, had a say, but it was understood 

that even though you have a say, that doesn’t mean you get to make the decision, but I think 

that seeing the work and seeing the progress and seeing things getting better also really 

helped out.

Beth: I think that’s another really important key point. Both sides of the point that you made 

is having a small team that really are the people that are making the decisions so that it’s not 

whatever you say goes guys, but that there is a small team, but also the communication with 

your broader team to say we’re looking for you. We want to include you, but to be clear how 

much their opinion weighs in and how much it doesn’t up front is so critical, because I feel 

like when people are being asked their opinion and then they never see anything that they 

suggest come to life or get executed, it almost is worse, not almost. I think it is worse than if 

you’d never asked them at all because then they get really frustrated and annoyed in a way 

that has a much deeper impact. Why did you even ask my opinion if you weren’t going to 

listen? Now if you tell them in advance we want your opinion, we’re going to weigh in and 

include, but these are the people making the decision, and then you’re really transparent 

about the process, that sounds like it was really helpful for you, and it doesn’t surprise me at 

all.

Steve: And by the way, we also got some great feedback.

Steve: We really did act upon and really did carry out so people could see that.

Beth: Are there some key stages or steps? Did you put out everything for everyone to weigh 

in on or were you strategic about chunks or different key points along the process that you 

invited people to weigh in on different things?



Steve: We definitely whittled things way down. Anyone who has gone through this process 

knows as I said we were going to end up with somewhere between three and six sub-brands 

in addition to the Community Loan Fund overall brand, and so we looked at hundreds, 

hundreds and hundreds examples of graphic logo designs. We would wait until we got it 

down to like three. No, they didn’t see everything, nor did they want to see everything. They 

wanted us to weed it out and then show them what we considered the best of the best and let 

them weigh in on it.

Beth: That’s a really, really key point. People always think and a lot of times individuals do 

actually think that they do want to see everything and be part of the whole process, but 

having too many choices puts people into a paralysis that they can’t decide. One of the 

things that we see in logo design is choosing among the final is actually one of the hardest 

parts so having at that point when the committee that’s been doing it over and over again 

and looking at all the different iterations, you get to the point where it’s like I don’t know. I 

always joke that people get to the point that they hate everything. It’s like you’re narrowing 

it down and narrowing it down and these are the three best choices and there’s always that 

point where people want to scrap everything and start over. That’s a perfect place to use your 

greater community to say we’ve really narrowed it down, but now we’re completely burned 

out on which of these three choices is the right way to go and once people actually do make 

a decision, it’s so hard to imagine that what actually happens is what you choose becomes 

who you are and the other two that were those close contenders at the last minute that you 

couldn’t decide between and you really wanted a few elements of that one to get put into 

the other one, letting it go and just getting rid of it, once you make that choice, it really does 

become your identity and your image, and most people, within a few months, couldn’t even 

tell you what that next closest contender looked like. 

Steve: That’s absolutely true, and I was just thinking as you were saying that. I don’t 

remember what our runner-up looked like.

Beth: Right, but at the time it probably seemed like this massive decision of I don’t know. I 

really love them both or at that point I really hate them both. I’ve had that happen too and I 

always say it’s like naming a child. It’s like before the child is born you can’t imagine that label 

being applied to that person, but at some point that just becomes the baby’s name.



Steve: And you love it.

Beth: And you love it, exactly and just like naming a child, I always recommend not telling too 

many people what that choice is going to be before you hand the child to the person and say 

“This is Walter.” It’s really an interesting phenomenon about how that happens. Talk a little bit 

more about your process. One of the things that you did was you got some help and the way 

you were able to get some help is that you were able to get some money for the help. Why 

don’t we start there with how you ended up taking this project from something you wanted 

to do to something you actually could do? Did the idea start at the board level or did it start 

with you bringing the idea to the board?

Steve: The board’s idea was just visibility.

Beth: That’s really common.

Steve: Very, very broad and then drop that in the staff’s lap. The next thing that happened 

was the staff said “What do we need to do to get more visibility.” I think we need to create 

a communications marketing office so my hiring was kind of a first step there and then as 

we were talking about what we would do, what we needed to do, how we would do it at the 

same time when I was learning where people’s offices were, my boss came to me one day 

and said he was booked for a trip to Aspen the following week and when he came back he 

might have some very good news for me. I’m thinking I don’t know anybody in Aspen, but I’ll 

take good news from anywhere I can get it. He came back from that trip and said that a major 

national foundation had tapped us and four other nonprofits on the shoulder and basically 

had said you guys are doing great work. You’re doing scalable work and you’re not getting 

the public and foundation and private support that is commensurate with the excellence of 

the work that you’re doing, and I feel like I can say that and it sounds like bragging, but I 

wasn’t actually part of that work and so it’s OK. I’m bragging on other people. So they said 

“We want to help boost you to where you need to be in terms of your fundraising ability 

and pulling in all the other kinds of support that you need. Let us know what you need to 

do that.” We put together a proposal for a top-to-bottom rebranding for a new website and 

for a capital campaign. I don’t know when the last capital campaign had been. It had been a 



long time and brought it back to the foundation and they said “Great, we’ll pay for it,” so in a 

matter of three or four weeks I went from trying to figure out how I was going to do all this on 

a shoestring to having a big foundation saying “Yeah, that sounds great. We’ll help you do it.” 

That’s falling out of trees and landing on your feet.

Beth: Yeah, and everybody would kill to have the same thing happen for them. The question 

I like to ask is this foundation came to you and said “We’ve got a bucket of money that we’re 

going to let you have to address whatever you think are problems” and originally you said 

your board’s first thought was “We want more visibility.” How did you get from “We want 

more visibility. Here’s some money to get us more visibility,” to “What we need to do is a 

rebranding and a capital campaign and a new website,” because more visibility could literally 

have meant “Oh my gosh, now we can afford Google ads.” Really more visibility and most 

people and this is the number one thing people come to me for is “We want more awareness, 

more visibility, we want more people to know who we are,” and not everybody is financially 

capable or strategically capable of really examining where they are as an organization and 

going “Is this our problem? That’s one problem, but is that the root of the problem? Do we 

need a graphic design solution? Do we need a marketing solution? Do we need a strategic 

solution, or do we have an organizational problem?” It could go all the way back to “We need 

an organizational strategy,” so determining that the best use of that money would be these 

three projects, how did you guys get there?

Steve: Well, we were very lucky. A couple of things. First thing, this is another area where 

being the new guy helped because I was able to ask all the questions that would be dumb 

questions had I been there five years, but things like what do we know about what people 

know about us? Why do our supporters support us? Do people know one program that we run 

more than others? Do people know that program more than the know the Community Loan 

Fund as a branded program? Just trying to find out, I started this quest about what do we 

know, and as it turned out, we really didn’t know much. This definitely relates to my reporter 

background, you don’t know what you don’t know. We connected with a local marketing 

agency. We’re all about local. We only serve New Hampshire and we rely on New Hampshire 

communities so we hooked up with a local marketing agency, had a few conversations with 

them, and they said “You guys don’t even have the basis to try to even know what to build 



as you just said. Never mind how to build it. We’d really suggest doing some surveying.” 

They connected us with a group that could do some focus groups, they could do online 

surveys, they could do telephone surveys. We could find out what people knew, and, just 

as importantly, what they didn’t know about us. I think that research, I’ve always said that 

research I think was the smartest money we spent and what we ended up learning from that 

research drove everything about the rebrand and the web projects, and it’s hard for me sitting 

back now five years later to imagine where we would have ended up had we not done that 

learning up front.

Beth: Interesting. Now who did you research with? Did you focus primarily with the people 

who were already involved in your organization? Did you do sort of broad community surveys? 

What did you gather?

Steve: We did both. The research firm did interviews with our board of directors and staff 

to do an online thing, but they also did telephone interviews with randomized telephone 

interviews. They also did interviews of a select number of people who had been our 

supporters for a number of years. Really they were looking for the insider and the outsider 

stuff and figuring out if there were points where they connected and what those things were 

that they totally didn’t connect about.

Beth: Right and the challenging thing about that is you need to know that you’re going to be 

able to address those issues.

Steve: Yeah, we were hoping we would be able to, but you can’t address anything if you 

don’t know what that is is my point and we really didn’t know what people knew about us, if 

they knew about us or why they were connected with us if they were connected with us.

Beth: Right. What are some of the biggest things you think you learned going through that 

process?

Steve: Oh my God. Truly I could do an hour just on this, but it was really great. One of the 

things was about our name. Our president is the founding president. She was very attached 

to our name and didn’t want to get rid of it. At the same time New Hampshire Community 



Loan Fund is a mouthful, and it’s something you don’t want to have to say 25 times a day or 

write 50 times a day. Prior to my getting here, the management had gotten together and said 

“This is kind of unwieldy. Let’s start calling ourselves the Loan Fund,” which they did. Our URL 

was TheLoanFund.org and that became our second reference to ourselves, the Loan Fund. 

One of the really valuable things that our survey did was made us realize that we had given 

away the one golden piece of our name, and here’s the reason. Let’s take the beginning: 

New Hampshire. We’re located in the state capital city just a few blocks from the state capital 

where there’s weird quasi-financial, quasi-low-income surveying organization, and our name 

starts with New Hampshire. We must be a state agency. Lots of people to this day think we’re 

a state agency. Then The Loan Fund. Nobody knows what a loan fund is. Is that like a bank? 

Is that a credit union? Is that a sub-prime car title lender? Nobody knows what a loan fund 

is, but in New Hampshire and this is not true in the rest of the company. I’ve seen polling 

that comes to the totally opposite conclusion that we did. In New Hampshire, the word 

“community” is both powerful, motivating and something that people want to be attached to. 

Almost every town in New Hampshire still has some kind of community festival, an old home 

day, a spring festival, a harvest day that brings people from far away back to the town. We still 

have the town hall. Most communities still have town meeting form of government. There’s 

still this barn-raising sort of mentality that’s more among the old timers in the state than the 

younger folks, but for a lot of reasons in a lot of ways the word “community” is very positive 

and very powerful and we had kind of given it away. One of the things that we did, both 

graphically and in our messaging, is reclaim community. Another interesting thing is we had 

a real blind man and the elephant problem. I mentioned that we had 11 different programs, 

and so somebody who knew about our childcare program, and that’s all they knew about 

us, would say “Oh yeah, the New Hampshire Community Loan Fund. They loan to childcare 

centers. Gee, they’re great.” Somebody who knew our micro-credit program “Oh yeah, they 

do micro-credit. That’s fantastic,” but hardly anybody knew about the rest of the stuff that we 

did. That’s partly negative, but the positive glimmer in that is that the people who knew even 

a little piece of what we did had a very strong, they really liked what they knew about us so 

that gave us a great platform to build on. That’s a much easier problem than if hardly anybody 

knows you, and 50 percent of the people who know you don’t like you. We found that we had 

very favorable impressions among the very small number of people who knew us. That was 

something to build on.



Beth: Absolutely. You do have a lot of different programs that are related, but not super 

tightly connected to each other. I talk to a lot of organizations that have that exact same 

problem and what I hear is “We do so many different things, and they’re all so different so 

we have to talk about all of them all the time in their own special ways,” and to truly be 

branded, it’s about making choices and the ideal thing to do is to come up with a positioning 

statement, a core message that gets to the heart of what’s valuable about your organization. 

It doesn’t necessarily address the individual aspects of each program. Were you guys able to 

come up with some sort of a position that you think universally communicates the value of 

your whole organization?

Steve: Yeah, we did exactly that. We have a positioning statement that goes from one 

sentence and then in different variations down to five paragraphs of information. I think we 

captured it in our tag line, which is “opportunity, investment, impact.” That tells you most of 

what you need to know about us. Opportunity, we’re a nonprofit, yes, but we’re not welfare. 

We’re giving people loans that we expect them to pay back. We’re providing some education 

and training that we expect will not only help them pay their loan back, but help them be 

successful in whatever they’re endeavoring to do. Opportunity is something that sets us apart. 

Investment was important on both ways. We need investments from individuals and, by the 

way, 20 percent of our investment pool comes from people, and so we need, our loan pool is 

made up of investments, but we then use that money and invest it in local people, projects, 

communities. Impact: we’re here to change lives. We’re here to better community. We’re here 

to help people achieve their goals. If we don’t achieve that impact, then we failed. We think 

we’ve got it down to three words.

Beth: Right, and I think that’s a great structure for the people to hear. You’re able to narrow 

down and talk about what you do in three words, and then you probably have a positioning 

statement that’s maybe 20-25 words long.

Steve: Sure.

Beth: Can you rattle that off for me off the top of your head?

Steve: The Community Loan Fund turns loans and education into investments to create 



opportunity and transform lives across New Hampshire. We provide the financing support that 

people with low and moderate incomes need to have quality housing, quality jobs, child care 

and early education and to become financially independent.

Beth: Okay what I think that is important for people to hear in that statement is it touched 

on all the three aspects that you have in your tag line, which the tag line probably came from 

the positioning statement. I’m sure it did, and the key thing in the positioning statement that 

makes a positioning statement different than a mission statement is you have your why and 

your who in there. A lot of times a mission statement is focused on the tactics, like what you’re 

doing and so your positioning is really able to talk a little bit about the value, the why and the 

impact and you’ve really got that in there in a very simple way to connect people to your true 

distinction, what you do that’s different from other ways that people can get money.

Steve: Yeah. Opportunity is really a key word for us. Actually our national network came up 

with a why statement of “Opportunity. For all.” and I love that because that’s what we’re all 

doing. That’s what we’re all in it for and it goes to my heart anyway. Opportunity is important 

to me.

Beth: So now I want to move into our last few minutes that we have here is how did you 

take this conceptual work, this is a lot of deep thinking, a lot of hard work that happened 

primarily with your board and your task force team with some feedback from the community 

and research and instilling it all together. Once it’s all done, you’ve now gone and got people 

to live this, to say “Yes, we’re in,” so you’ve got to launch this both with your internal people 

and out there in community. Can you talk a little bit about how you did both things?

Steve: Boy, the launch. That’s usually something I don’t talk a lot about.

Beth: I didn’t prep you for that one. Sorry.

Steve: That’s okay. Well again, it wasn’t a secret, internally it wasn’t a secret to our board 

and staff what we were doing. They saw the progress. I think they pretty overwhelmingly 

liked it. It meant that they were going to have sharper messages, new tools, in some cases 

the programs got a brand that didn’t have one before and so as we were starting to roll out, 



as we were starting to create the letterhead, the folders, the business cards and all the stuff 

that you do, I was meeting with each of the program teams to talk about what this meant to 

them and to find out how we could put this new information in their service. What did they 

need? We were going very quickly from the branding, rebranding into a new website that 

would reflect that and so that was all part of the conversation with each of these programs. 

From now on we’re going to try to connect up to the Community Loan Fund. That’s important 

in the sense of the money flows through the mother ship, but at the same time we need to 

talk specifically to the people you serve and to the people you care about. The other people 

who care about the people you serve so what do we need to create or what do we need to 

tweak, what do we need to have on our website that would do that? One of the things that 

we came up with on the website because we do need to always be communicating on these 

two levels of potential supporters and people we serve is if you go into any of the program 

areas of our website, you’ll see a link that says “Why it matters” in the menu and that “Why 

it matters” page explains why is the Community Loan Fund in this game. Why are we making 

small business loans? Why do we loan to childcare centers? Why do we help people who live 

in manufactured home communities create cooperatives so they can buy their communities? 

What’s the benefit to me, the web reader? What’s the benefit to the community? What’s 

the benefit to New Hampshire? They really became partners in helping to re-frame and re-

message all of these things in ways that spoke to both of those audiences simultaneously 

and in the beginning that was hard because they were used to speaking just to their people 

so the jargon and the acronyms had to be broken apart and put into real language so that if 

someone who never heard of us and never heard of their work came to our site, they would 

get it. I have to say I love the people who work here. They work really hard with me. They 

really tackled it and I think we got each of them to really a really good place.

Beth: That’s amazing, and it is really, really hard. One of the things I always talk about is 

knowing when to use consumer language versus connoisseur language because if you talk 

to the people on your website, your front-end website, that the broadest amount of people 

are going to be looking at with your insider language, people feel like there’s a wall between 

them and really understanding what you do, but then if you take your major donors and these 

people that maybe contributed to your capital campaign and talked to them like they’re 



outsiders, they’re going to feel like “Haven’t I been giving you money? I know you people,” 

so sometimes there is room to use more of your jargon and your insider terms with the people 

that are already in your inner ring to make them feel more connected to the inner circle, but 

it’s so critical to know who you’re talking to and when.

Steve: Absolutely. Some of the ways that plays out in a website is if you get deeper into 

our program pages, you see more of that program-specific language because the only 

people who are going four pages in are people who are looking for a loan or working with 

people who have a loan with us and so there we feel we can transition a little bit to the more 

technical, more tribal language where on the outside we have to be speaking to both groups.

Beth: Absolutely. It’s so, so important. The other thing I wanted to ask you is are there big 

things that you guys did in-house, I know you worked with a consultant so how did you guys 

split the work up and decide what you were going to have the consultant work on and what 

you guys were going to do in-house? One of the things I’m curious about is when it came 

actually to the execution, a lot of times people hire a branding firm and they do a lot of the 

strategy and the thinking and the positioning statement and the project will often end after 

the logo design and style guide is created and then you are in-house needing to execute 

everything yourself. Is that how you sliced it or did you have the firm continue to work with 

you? How did you budget for that?

Steve: Well that’s a really good question. We had no in-house graphic design capacity, and, 

as I said at the outset, I’m a reporter, not a graphic designer.

Beth: We don’t want you touching anything.

Steve: No, I’m the words guy. Keep me away from the colors. Knowing that, we signed on 

with a firm that had done some really good recognizable logo and graphic design work for 

other nonprofits around here. I like their work. I knew that they worked with nonprofits. I check 

out the people and their nonprofits and they said they brought tremendous value and so 

actually what happened is the director of the marketing firm and I became very close friends. 

We would talk on the phone it seems like I’m sure it seems like to her constantly, almost 

daily, if not daily, and we would kind of work those things out as we went along. We actually 



started with the messaging because of what we had learned from the research. We started 

locking down the messaging before we got into the design. I have to say that just because of 

my skills, I did a lot more of the strategic message kind of stuff and then would bounce it off 

them, take their feedback and staff feedback, work on it some more and send it out again. I 

wrote the tag line for example. They did all of the graphic design work and they did a terrific 

job, but it was really constant, constant communication.

Beth: I think those are some of the key things. Knowing that you’re going to need a team. 

How big is your staff? How big is your organization?

Steve: Right now we’re 56 people. At the time we were in the high 40s.

Beth: That’s a lot of staff, a lot of people so you’re not a tiny organization, but that being 

said, you didn’t have the people in house to do some of the things that were needed for this 

project. The important thing that I want everybody to think about is who do you need on 

your bench for something like this and to really examine your internal staff and what you’re 

capable of from a skill perspective and a time perspective because you’ve got to match up 

available hours, skills to do it and money and figure out what resources you have before you 

even thing of jumping into a project like this. One of the things that I see a lot is someone 

will get funding for the strategy or the research part of a project, but not think about this end 

execution and a lot of agencies, like you said, some of these agencies do the whole thing 

soup to nuts, but in other places you might have a marketing team that will do your strategic 

thinking and then sign up with a graphic design firm that isn’t the strategist, but is going to 

do a beautiful job with your execution. If you’re not thinking through what even your outside 

and inside team are capable of and how you’re going to pay for them and how you’re going 

to budget for that, you can end up with a great fabulous strategy that just sits there and lives 

on paper that you can’t launch because there’s nobody to update your letterhead. I know it 

sounds crazy, but it happens all the time.

Steve: Yeah, part of your thinking exactly has to be “What if the things that you currently 

have, letterhead, business cards, blah, blah, blah, which of those things are going to have to 

change? What new things are you going to introduce and what’s all that stuff going to cost 



you?” That’s where significant percentage of the cost of branding comes in is just executing it. 

Putting it on paper.

Beth: Right. So we need to wrap up now. I want to leave everyone, if somebody is interested 

in doing a project like this, what would you say would be their first step? What’s the most 

critical sort of if I could only do one thing or if I was going to start at one place, what would 

you suggest?

Steve: I would start with the research. The research was so important and pointed us, it 

completely changed both what we did and how we did it just because of what we learned 

from the internal and the external research. I would say if you’ve got a chunk of money, 

you’re thinking about a need to re-brand or you’ve decided that you need to re-brand, do 

that research up front. Find out what you don’t know. You might be surprised, you might be 

shocked by the direction you’ve been going on and you need to pull a U-turn like we were.

Beth: That is so helpful. Steve, this was fabulous. If people have questions or would love to 

talk to you more about your process or get any input from you, can you share how people can 

get in touch with you?

Steve: Yeah. I’m on Twitter, but I’m tweeting really more for the organization than for me, but 

I’m @SFXVarnum on Twitter. I’m on LinkedIn as Steve Varnum and people can just send me 

email, which is probably the best and that’s SVarnum@CommunityLoanFund.org.

Beth: We will have links to all of Steve’s contact information and a few samples of some of 

the work that they did up on the show notes page so be sure to go look there. Thank you so 

much for your time, Steve, and for sharing your experience and your knowledge with me and 

everyone in the nonprofit community.

Steve: Thank you for inviting me. I hope folks get out of it and I hope folks will follow up with 

any questions that they have.

Beth: Terrific.


