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

today with Vanessa Chase Lockshin. You may remember Vanessa from Episode 2 back when 

she was still Vanessa Chase. Vanessa has since gotten married, but she’s the same fabulous 

Vanessa and she’s back today to share some more interesting ideas about stories, but today 

we’re going to talk about stories in the news. So thanks so much for joining me today, 

Vanessa. 

Vanessa: I’m glad to be back, Beth. Thanks for having me on the podcast again.

Beth: This is so exciting because you were Episode 2. I think you were on when I was still 

recording over free conference call so hopefully this is a much better representation of your 

voice and audio this time. It was such a great episode so if anybody that’s listening didn’t get 

to hear Vanessa before, definitely go back and listen to that episode on storytelling. It’s really 

a wonderful episode. Usually what I ask people when I start is how did you wander into this 

world, but we already covered that so let’s talk about what have you been doing in the last 

year and a half since we spoke last time?

Vanessa: Well as you mentioned, I got married. Aside from that though …

Beth: Oh, whatever. There’s that!

Vanessa: Aside from that I have been doing some interesting work around storytelling. 

Recently I’ve been looking at how fundraisers can use a model that was developed in politics 

called Story of Self, which is all about telling a personal story about your values in fundraising 

work and what something for more traditional 501(c)(3) nonprofits what that would look like. 

I’ve been doing work with people around that and also continuing to be curious about what 

other ways we can use stories and how we can continue to be more relevant in our story 

telling.
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Beth: Have you seen anything change in the year from what you’re seeing when you’re 

observing how people are actually using it? Any trends or things coming out that you’re 

seeing?

Vanessa: Yeah, that’s an excellent question. I did a research project with Network for Good 

actually in May, it was earlier in the year.

Beth: I saw that.

Vanessa: We recently published a white paper called The State of Storytelling and so we 

surveyed and talked to, well not personally all of them, but we surveyed 400 nonprofits and 

did some follow-up in-depth conversations with some of them and our goal was to just get a 

better understanding of how are people using stories and what kind of results are we actually 

getting from it because there’s a lot of talk about story telling is a good thing. We should be 

doing it and it should be helping us, but where’s the proof for that? There’s not a whole lot 

of researched evidence to that end so we wanted to really explore that a little bit more and 

we certainly did find and people were very generous in sharing their results and what they’ve 

gotten from it, that storytelling has in fact helped them increase their fundraising significantly. 

There were a number or organizations who saw their average gift size double from using 

stories, which was pretty incredible and a lot of other anecdotal evidence that spoke to the 

fact that there was definitely a shift and a change in the relationship between donors and the 

nonprofits so it was really great to see that and to hear from people what was happening for 

them. One of the things that I think I still see and I’m working on personally is now that we’re 

getting in the groove of telling stories how can we better tell that story to the target audience 

that we want to reach and so what does it look like to research our audience and then use that 

research to our advantage when we’re communicating with them?

Beth: You know it’s so interesting that you should say that. We’ve been talking about that a 

lot here on the program, target audiences. I’ve done a number of shows a little bit on that 

and I have a whole section on that in my Build Your Brand course that talks a lot about really 

finding a perfect person and how hard it is to be narrow and to focus on who you really should 

be talking to because there are many, many people that you can talk to and it’s interesting to 

see that even the idea of being clear on who your story is for is showing up in the work that 

you’re doing.



Vanessa: Yeah, wel,l I mean in a lot of ways storytelling and fundraising and brand and 

communication, they’re all kind of like over lapping like a big diagram. 

Beth: Absolutely. Yeah. I think they should.

Vanessa: I think that at the core of that big diagram where all four of them are overlapping is 

like that foundation of who is your audience because I think if you don’t really know that and 

you don’t know the message you’re trying to communicate, none of those tools will be useful 

or effective and I really see that more and more with a lot of organizations I’m working with. 

They think they’re telling great stories, yet when we ask their audience “Does this make sense 

to you? Do you like it?” a lot of times it’s just falling flat because they’ve really not taken an 

audience-centered approach to thinking through messaging and the story itself.

Beth: Right, and I know people want to be audience-centered, but it can be very hard in an 

organization sometimes because the board has strong opinions about things, sometimes 

because the executive director is completely in love with one specific program or aspect of 

things or there’s certain people that say “We don’t need to ask anybody. We know what our 

people want.” I hear that all the time. I always say when someone says “You just need to,” I 

pretty much know that things are going to go downhill quickly after that. 

Vanessa: Yeah, it’s funny. There’s this really great Karl Popper quote that I often refer to and 

I’m teaching about understanding audiences and I think it’s something like “just because 

you’ve only seen instances of white swans does not prove the point that all swans are white,” 

and I paraphrased that badly, but it really gets to the heart of this issue of just because you’ve 

only seen instances of one particular thing or one particular response does not mean that 

you’ve fully proved that that’s the only way your audience will respond or the only thing that 

you know about them. So I feel like in a lot of ways my personal motto in the past year or 

so has been to really test my assumptions and to continuously over turn them and see what 

else I can learn from how I assume I know audiences or an organization’s work and allow my 

curiosity and testing to kind of influence that in new ways, which has been really helpful. 

Beth: I really love that idea, too, and the idea of testing is often really scary for people 

because people think that testing means instead of doing what has always worked with our 



annual campaign, we’re gonna try something totally different and well what if it doesn’t work. 

I try and advocate for creating a culture and a budget around experimentation. Think of all 

the things that you do and take 2-10 percent of it, depending on the size of your organization 

and the comfort level that you have, but slice off some percentage of either your budget 

and/or your energy and focus around just experimenting. We all have a tendency to react to 

the negative and the 20 percent of people that say something didn’t work and then we run 

around chasing to retrofit something. We’ll send out 1,000 emails and you know five people 

will respond that it was spam, and so instantly people say we can’t send emails that often 

anymore because five people thought we were spam, and then nobody says that 995 people 

either loved it or thought it was just fine, but we react to that tiny percent. I always say how 

about we take that same tiny percent and look for the positive reaction and then hopefully 

we’ll have the two extremes and something in the middle and it will give us a broader sense 

of what’s possible. 

Vanessa: Yeah, and I think to further your point on that, too, Beth, I think that our tendency 

to only see those small reactions of oh my gosh these people hate us or they don’t like us 

really speaks to the fact that nonprofits want to be liked by everybody and we can’t accept 

the fact that often times we need to narrow our focus, but not everyone will like you and that’s 

OK because the people who do like you will like you a lot and you should focus on kind of 

cultivating that relationship first and foremost.

Beth: Absolutely, and that effort of trying to get everybody to like you, like when you’re really 

trying to stretch and get everyone, it means that everyone is gonna like you, but there really 

isn’t going to be anyone who loves you because you’re so worried about making everybody, 

stopping everybody from yelling and being good for all that you’re not really great for one. 

It’s so hard, I mean nonprofits, especially charitable nonprofits, you’re doing such a great 

cause. I mean it’s easy if you’re a college and say these are the students that are the right 

students for us. We focus on these majors. We pool from this SAT level. They’re pretty good 

at identifying people that are for them and not for them, but other types of nonprofits, it can 

be harder when you’re something like a water resource organization that works internationally. 

In theory, you should be, everyone could be interested in that and it’s hard to not say if it’s 

something that you’re passionate about to feel like they should be interested in that. So you 

have to balance a little bit with still believing that with focusing on where you’re going to 



make the most impact. 

Vanessa: Yeah, absolutely. I couldn’t agree more with you on that. 

Beth: I want to make sure that we save enough time to talk about what we planned to talk 

about. When I get on a call with people I actually know, it’s like everyone is so interesting. I 

could talk about all kinds of things, but one of the things that Vanessa suggested when we 

reconnected and said “What’s the next thing? What’s something else that’s going on in the 

world of storytelling that she was seeing?” and you know, Vanessa, we were talking a lot 

about the concept of fundraising on the news cycle. Can you start by telling people what you 

mean by that?

Vanessa: Yeah, it’s a really interesting concept. Most people probably have an idea of what I 

mean by the “news cycle,” which is things that are happening in the news, either in blogs or 

in mainstream news or independent news outlets, but basically the stories that are happening 

that people are talking about, so things that are happening in your community, nationally, 

globally. There’s lots of things happening, topically that are going on and those stories are 

often the basis of social conversations and reflect social values and beliefs of the times and 

they’re really important. They speak to us as a culture and as a society and what I see often 

in different types of fundraising and it really depends on the organization, but typically with 

advocacy organizations where they’re trying to either get something changed or activate 

people around an issue when there’s news cycles or news stories that are breaking about their 

issue, they capitalize on it like none other and they talk about why the need to change should 

be now. There’s this thing happening. We should all care. It’s time to like get people ready 

to do something about it, whether it’s calling a politician or signing a petition or whatever, 

but I think the other interesting opportunity there, especially if the issue is relevant to your 

organization, which ideally it should be in some way, is to point out this issue that’s happening 

in the community, this problem that your community or state or country is having and showing 

it or positioning it as an opportunity for donors to give to make a difference to that issue 

through your organization. I think that this is really powerful because this means that we can 

tap into what’s happening on a bigger scale and not only get to issues that are top of mind for 

people, but also really position ourselves as being relevant in the context of that conversation 

so we can kind of intersect so to speak and talk about how we’re working on this issue, what 



we’re doing and how people can be a part of that in a different way.

Beth: I’m sure everyone that’s listening has seen some of the massive things that happen 

like in Haiti. When it’s such a big organization, such a big thing that happens, a national or 

international event like that, then the Red Cross who is an organization who is known for 

jumping in and doing work on that really did a good job of, it’s a horrible thing because 

it’s a really negative, sad thing, but one thing about negative and sad things is that people 

do understand the need for money to help fix the situation, especially so there’s a couple 

of different things that happen. It’s like this horrible thing happened, our organization is 

literally going to be boots on the ground helping. Please give us money so that we can 

go down there and fix the specific thing, but there’s also the aspect of this specific thing 

happened in the world. Maybe you’re a domestic violence organization and there’s a news 

story about someone, a celebrity that’s going through that issue. The people that give to 

your organization aren’t specifically going to help that celebrities partner, but it’s going to 

help other people. There’s both of these things. Is there a different story depending on the 

situation?

Vanessa: I think it’s always unique depending on what the situation is. I mean there’s so many 

stories that break in the news cycle and so some are certainly sadder than others and so often 

times I think there’s this story arc of this terrible thing is happening. We need to respond and 

we need your help to respond to it. I also think that there’s another way to look at it. When 

there’s positive good news happening, I think it’s also good to celebrate those victories and 

remind donors they are in some way a part of that victory and that they continue to be a part 

of the victory that’s going on. I think that’s a way, positively you reinforce it.

Beth: That’s a really good point because I think when we think of news cycle, we’re always 

thinking of like horrible, negative things and then it gets into that issue of the values of your 

organization. Are you an organization that thinks that that’s okay to jump in and capitalize on 

it? Yes, it could make you more money, but you sort of want to take even a step back from 

that before you jump into it. Think about is this part of our value structure? Is this who we are?

Vanessa: Yeah, absolutely. So I think there’s a couple things to think about. Certainly as you 

said thinking about what your values are and how your values relate to or maybe don’t relate 

to that story is certainly important and I think the other thing too is if you’re an organization 



with strong values and you come across a news story that say not totally related to your cause 

directly so I’ll give you an example. There’s an advocacy organization in the states called Ultra 

Violet, and they do work around women’s advocacy and often times they are not campaigning 

around sexual assault or domestic violence and that sort of stuff. They’re campaigning 

around gender equality issues and so they often are the news creator themselves by pointing 

out crappy corporate policies or other things that are really going awry and you know not 

happening in favor of women and so they often will take these big news stories in a very 

different way. Say for instance if a company is being celebrated in the news or something is 

happening internally that may be a scandal, they’ll take that opportunity and say “Wow, this 

company is in the spotlight. Let’s highlight what other bad things they’re doing,” and really 

draw attention to what’s going on behind the scenes there in a way that’s really relevant 

to their work and I think that’s a little bit more of a sophisticated strategy, but I think for 

organizations that are doing a lot of social service type work or international development, 

there’s a lot of easy ways to use this strategy as part of your fundraising. 

Beth: I’ve also seen this happen where I’ve sat down and done strategic work with 

organizations, this is usually one of the decisions that I want them to make is do you want to 

be an organization that reports on or weighs in on issues or not? Partially as you said, based 

on who you are and your structure and is this the right cause for you to link your star to, but 

also operationally. So let’s talk a little bit about if you’re gonna be jumping and you’re gonna 

position yourself as an organization that weighs in or has something to say about these news 

type items, you’ve got to be fast.

Vanessa: Sometimes. 

Beth: Sometimes it’s not like you can predict that an earthquake is coming or any of that. How 

are you seeing people either structure their organizations or how are people handling that?

Vanessa: I mean there’s a couple different ways I’ve seen it. I think if this is gonna be part 

of your core fundraising strategy, certainly being someone who is up on the news isn’t 

comparative. That’s like an absolute mess, but I think for an organization who is like dipping 

their toes into this as a concept, one of the things that an organization that I work with here in 



Vancouver does and they do a lot of work around and issues around violence against women. 

They get together for five minutes every morning at 9 a.m. and talk about things that are 

happening in the news related to women and they all read different news outlets. Everybody 

is keyed into different conversations and so it’s an opportunity for them to like take a look 

at the landscape of the last 24 hours and say what’s happening. Is there something we can 

respond to or talk about on social media today that’s like relevant to people who are part of 

our Facebook page or is there a bigger issue that we want to address and actually do some 

fundraising around and then they can quickly strategize what that looks like. For them, they’re 

a small organization anyway, but there’s this aspect of kind of nimbleness with that. It works 

really well for them and serves a couple of different functions aside from fundraising that’s 

pretty helpful for their work. 

Beth: A specific tactical question around this organization is how do they handle that? Is it just 

that these people are committed and passionate members of the organization or is it more 

like you know it’s the pressure. You better come in with something to say or contribute or you 

can get booted out of the herd.

Vanessa: I don’t think it’s either of those. I think it’s more, they’re definitely not like news 

focused in terms of their work so there is not this intense pressure to be all knowing about 

everything that’s going on, but it’s more of like we do feminist advocacy work so it’s good for 

us to know what’s happening and understand the social context in which our work is taking 

place and the same can be true of an organization that’s doing work around homelessness or 

one that’s working with education. There are lots of social conversations happening about all 

these different things in our community, whether it’s poverty or homelessness or education 

and sometimes it takes a little digging and looking online or offline to find these news stories, 

but if you have staff who are spending time online during their work hours or non-work hours, 

chances are they’re probably coming across news stories and it’s just a matter of saying “Hey, 

did you hear about something that’s interesting.” Let us know and let’s talk about what we can 

do with that.

Beth: I also love, granted that’s gonna create stories and things to connect you to people 

outside your organization, but it makes me think what great things does that do for the team 



within the organization to say first of all let’s start the day by talking to each other about the 

issues. We just all showed up here to deal with this issue. Do you care about it enough to 

let it bleed into your life? Are you the right people to be here? People take jobs at different 

nonprofits for lots of different reasons. Some of them do it because they specifically care 

about the issue, but sometimes you’re the financial guy and so you needed a job in finance 

and it just happens to be at this nonprofit that happens to focus on this issue. To serve your 

community though, you need to have some broader awareness than just accounting to really 

be an effective member of a nonprofit community so it’s got to be a great way to either bring 

people in that maybe this wasn’t their background into the culture of the organization and 

also you know, make sure that the people that are there really are supported and are the right 

people for your organization. 

Vanessa: Definitely. Yeah, that’s an excellent point. 

Beth: Are there any specific things that you’ve seen? Have you seen organizations that went 

to the other extreme that maybe crete like a news dashboard for themselves or use specific 

tools to track what’s happening? What do you see people do?

Vanessa: I think I’ve seen people do a couple of things and I’ll be honest. While I know and 

observe organizations who use this strategy and I’ve worked with a few of them, none of 

them are sophisticated enough to be doing anything crazy like having a news dashboard. A 

lot of them it’s just about being a news consumer first and foremost. People can use tools like 

Google Alerts or other things like that, other news services that will deliver news on specific 

topics to you. IFTT is a great service.

Beth: Talk a little bit about it. Talk a little bit about what that is and how it works. I don’t think 

anyone has ever mentioned it before. 

Vanessa: It’s called If This Than That. It’s IFTT.org and it’s basically a service, I think their tag 

line is something like “making the internet work for you,” but it’s basically where you can 

create these formulas so that if anything pops up on the internet like it takes some sort of 

action. So for instance, if you want to find news articles locally about homelessness, anytime 

it tracks something like that in its searches, it will automatically email it to you or you can set 



it up to do other things. It could automatically get tweeted through your Twitter account or 

something like that. So it’s a great way to constantly be like scraping the internet for stories 

and resources and things like that because let’s be honest, we can’t all keep up with the vast 

amount of content online. 

Beth: No, you really can’t so it’s so cool for people to know that there’s things that can do it 

and is that completely free?

Vanessa: It is. I think so. 

Beth: There’s another service that does the same thing, but that is a paid service so it has a 

couple of different things. 

Vanessa: The other things I would suggest to you and this is just something I do in my own 

practice with clients is we often will look at the landscape of like what I would call their 

“competition,” and I will actively subscribe to email lists or newsletter lists to find out what 

they are talking about in real time so that we can kind of stay apprised of like the conversation 

and certain issues around like environment or social service type things, which can be really 

helpful because if somebody else is talking about something, maybe it’s a good opportunity 

for your organization to chime in or on the kind of flip side and what I think of as the opposite 

extreme of having these news dashboards, which I would say is kind of the down side of 

not doing this is big important things are happening and your organization is running a 

fundraising campaign that’s not at all responsive to that. I’ve seen that happen a number of 

times where there’s like some sort of critical issue going on or like right now in Canada we had 

a federal election yesterday and so a lot of nonprofits who may have been talking about issues 

that are affected by federal level politics would have been very remiss in not mentioning the 

upcoming election, impending changes, things that are like very topical that may potentially 

affect its organization and funding.

Beth: I think that’s a really good point because people can, even if you decide you’re not 

an advocacy organization and you’re not going to weigh in or do anything, it’s still always 

good to know hey this huge thing happened. It may not be the best day to tweet out your 

lighthearted humorous tweet or you spend all that time working on this very clever video and 



that was the day you were getting ready to launch it. So it just puts the internet into context 

for you and then you then always have the ability to make decisions about how far you want 

to go based on the information. 

Vanessa: Yeah, definitely. I always think of this idea of like nobody likes a clueless person and 

I think the same is true for nonprofits. Like nobody wants to know the clueless nonprofit. It’s 

not good to be kind of the clueless nonprofit organization where big things are happening 

and you’re just totally doing your own thing and not like clued into that. I think if for no other 

reason than like understanding the context in which the larger context in which you’re doing 

your work having a sense of like the news stories is important. 

Beth: Right, and so I always also like to talk about when somebody is an organization, they’ve 

got to decide this. We talk a lot about branding and their brand. Is there any aspect of 

storytelling this way that you would say people need to think about in context with is this the 

right way for them to communicate their brand?

Vanessa: Sure, I mean I think there’s a couple ways to think about it. First of all, if you are 

going to fundraise on news cycle issues or stories that are in the news, you’ve got to carefully 

think about what is your commentary on this issue. Are you pro or con on what’s happening? 

Do you have a different opinion? Is there something else that you want to bring to light, 

thinking about does that opinion accurately reflect your organization? So, for instance, let’s 

say your local city council decided they were gonna de-fund all of the homeless shelters in 

the city and your organization has a homeless shelter and you’re passionate about making 

sure that does not happen, but you have, for instance, city funding for other programs like 

is that relationship a good bridge to burn and making sure you kind of mindfully think about 

what the implications are for certain opinions. I’m not saying that you shouldn’t have an 

opinion, but just being aware of what your words will mean to other people and kind of what 

context that’s creating for them, but I think in terms of brand, I think going back to what are 

your brand values, what image are you trying to portray, what sort of tone do you aspire to 

have in the community. Thinking about those different factors of your brand personality or 

brand image can help you kind of figure out what your opinion is on things and what are the 

appropriate stories to comment on versus which ones you kind of want to steer clear of. 



Beth: I think that is so huge. One of the things that I tell people about branding, a lot of 

people are like I don’t even know if it’s worth it, what a lot of what branding can do for you is 

it helps you make sort of base level decisions about who you are and how you want to play in 

the world so that each time something comes up, you don’t have to make every decision from 

zero and it saves time and from the execution perspective, but if you’re not looking at every 

single news story that comes up and saying should we comment on this, should we comment 

on this, branding will help you decide are you an organization that comments on these things 

and you’re right. What is our opinion? What is our perspective so that when a news thing 

comes up, you can look at it through the framework or your brand to say based on the way 

we would answer this is this something we would even jump into or do we just let it slide by 

and go past because it’s not part of our brand narrative and the way we would approach this 

because there’s a million stories you could weigh in on. It goes back to that targeting target 

audience, but you also have sort of a target, your target story. Your positioning statement 

when you have branding, which is a huge help in guiding some of this because it’s really easy, 

especially when it comes to news to be really reactive. There’s all kinds of people, anywhere 

from your board members to just the social media community that are gonna want to stir, 

they’re either gonna want to say no, no, no, no, no. We don’t want to do that or they’re gonna 

want to stir up and say we need to be weighing in on this and if your answer is that we’re 

not weighing in on it, dead silence can be a problem. You need to also be able to say this is 

why we’re not. Sometimes, sometimes it’s better to not even jump in and say anything, but 

even in your head in case you need to address it. You do also want to know why you’re not 

commenting on something. Even internally.

Vanessa: That’s a really great point. 

Beth: The other question I would want to ask is, is it OK to jump in and jump out of being the 

kndn of organization that responds to stuff like this? For example, is it okay to jump in and 

talk about advocacy and issues on one news cycle or one news item that comes in and then 

on others that may be just as appropriate, not address it or do you need to kind of make a 

unilateral decision about these are the things that we do?

Vanessa: Yeah, I think you can jump in and jump out of it, especially if your mandate is not 



explicitly advocacy and I would also add that if you are a (c)(3) you can potentially err on the 

side of too much advocacy and end up having your status change, which is maybe something 

you don’t want to do. 

Beth: That’s a really good point.

Vanessa: That’s kind of the fine line and also I would say if you are fundraising and talking 

about news cycle items, that’s not really advocacy. You’re still doing fundraising. Advocacy 

would be more like sign petitions, call politicians, join a protest, taking actions, which are 

different than making a gift, but I think it’s as good to clarify that and realize that if you’re 

mandate is still service provision in the broad sense of the word, then like you should still 

focus on that and not develop this whole advocacy department.

Beth: You know that’s so interesting because that’s not really our work cycle. We tend to 

work more in health care and I guess it could come up in health care, but in the work that 

I’ve done, we haven’t really been involved in much of the advocacy side of things so I guess I 

didn’t even really realize that asking people to sign a petition and you do that too many times 

and then there’s a different class of nonprofit for that.

Vanessa: Totally, yeah. I mean in Canada if you’re in what would be considered a 501(c)(3), no 

more than like 10 percent of your time or budget could go towards advocacy work and in the 

US if you were a (c)(3), I think that’s the same thing, although you should consult with a lawyer. 

Don’t trust me. 

Beth: This is a marketing podcast, people. 

Vanessa: You would probably be like a C4, C5 or C6, one of those, which is a different type 

of organization, but that being said, that does not mean like I said that you cannot comment 

on news stories and use them for fundraising purposes and I would still think about that 

strategically. You know, with organizations here in Vancouver that I can think of and also ones 

that I worked with in the states that are not explicitly advocacy organizations, they often jump 

in and out of news cycle commentary, which is good because it is good for them to be actively 

part of the conversation and to have a voice on some of these issues, but at the same time, I 



do also see things that I’m like it’s surprising with that organization has not commented on it 

or that they’re silent this time when I’ve seen them comment on things before. So there can 

be kind of the double edge sword to it. Part of it is also a time and capacity issue, too. Like 

if you know there are regular campaigns that you need to be running or other projects that 

need to be getting done, like sitting at your computer and refreshing news websites all day is 

probably not going to be the best use of your time just searching for that one news story that 

you can then use. 

Beth: I think that’s always, always the case because we talk about very tactical or very specific 

different strategies and tactics on the podcast because I want to just have each thing be 

about one specific item, but I always like to refer back to you’ve got to make sure that your 

database, your website and your email systems are in solid shape and working well together 

and to jump into something that is sort of a second tier way of communications without 

having that first tier solid, can really end up pulling you off the rails and in the long run not 

being the most helpful thing for your organization. It’s great to get something to be big. I’ve 

absolutely been in the meetings about developing a marketing strategy for an organization 

and the board member will sit down and the first thing he says is “Our priority here is creating 

something that will go viral.” It’s so easy to kind of get sidetracked into something like we 

want to make that next great viral video and I say “How’s your website?” and they say “Oh, 

it’s a mess, but that’s just too big right now.” It’s also a big problem right now and investing 

time in other things like this, make sure that your core is really solid, your core message, your 

core tools, your core identities are all solid and working for you before you move to focusing 

on areas like this. 

Vanessa: Absolutely.

Beth: So the last thing I want to ask you is sort of a little bit on the softer side of the news 

cycle. A lot of what we’ve been talking about is literally news, things that happen in the 

world that people couldn’t necessarily predict, but there’s other times that people can use 

and work with the news cycle, sometimes to create news, to get a story placed and then 

they can capitalize on or they can work with news that’s happening in the world that’s like an 

event or a holiday or something that’s just in the national consciousness. The reason jumping 



in on a news cycle works so well is because third-party people are talking about something 

and people are paying attention and your organization can get some visibility by surfing that 

wave. I want to just talk about what are some of the other waves that people can surf that 

could bring them awareness as part of what everyone in the world is aware of at the time, 

without necessarily being an advocacy-type issue. Like something simple as a holiday.

Vanessa: Yeah, definitely. I think there’s, you’re right. There’s a couple different ways to look 

at it. There’s certainly immediately breaking the stories or current events that are happening, 

but the other thing to think about are holidays or cultural events or other big things that 

people are seeing. A good example of that would be the Olympics. Not every organization 

has a strong tie to, but you could create fun social media posts around it that like clue people 

in to the fact that you’re aware of what’s happening.

Beth: Yeah, that’s exactly it. 

Vanessa: So I think doing things like that is often really important, if not just to show that your 

organization is human and paying attention to the world around it, but you’re right. Things 

like #GivingTuesday, Thanksgiving, other holidays that are going on in the US. The Fourth of 

July is a good example. I feel it’s one I often don’t see a lot of organizations talk about, yet it’s 

like a holiday that happens and people get very excited about it.

Beth: It’s my favorite! I like it. Anything that’s all the food and none of the work is a good 

holiday for me.

Vanessa: Exactly. There’s definitely a lot of things like that that are also good examples. I 

mentioned elections, although that’s political, that’s something that’s happening. People are 

voting. Spring time or I guess early summer would be high school and college graduations 

and even if your organization isn’t an educational institution, being able to comment on 

education or graduation in some way could be great. There’s lots of different examples, lots of 

different ways to think about it. 

Beth: I love that, and we talked about holidays and things on the show before, but I wanted 

to talk about it in this context because of the whole awareness and it’s so easy to gravitate 



towards something like this. It’s easy as a nonprofit to think that the issue that consumes all of 

your day is the thing that consumes everyone all the time and it’s always good. I always like 

to try and remind people that everybody that you’re communicating to that is passionate and 

cares about your issue also goes home and opens up the mail and there’s all kinds of different 

things from perfume ads to political campaigns to Bed, Bath & Beyond coupons that seem 

to breed on their own that show up in the mail. They’ve got their kids coming back. They’re 

going back to school at a certain time of year so being able to even just capitalize on what’s in 

their consciousness at the moment helps you kind of break through their busyness and make a 

connection with them. I love what you said. It makes you seem like a human that’s part of the 

world. 

Vanessa: Exactly. I think that’s one of the things that I often think about is breaking down the 

concept with like the organization is an institution that’s not fully aware of what’s happening 

outside of themselves and I think for us to be like really effective at our work, not only in 

achieving our mission, but also effective in fundraising, we have to show a greater interest 

outside of ourselves. We cannot be so self centered that all that exists to us is the work that 

we’re doing. We don’t operate in a vacuum, nor do our donors or people who live in our 

communities so it’s important to be able to make those connections with them about things 

aside from just your work itself and being able to have multiple connections and multiple 

reasons for that person to be in a relationship with your organization. 

Beth: That is great. If somebody wanted to test the waters of this, what would be sort of one 

first step that somebody could maybe implement over the next week?

Vanessa: Oh, I would say a good first step is just to start reading your local news and seeing 

what’s happening around you and look to see if there’s any stories or key areas of interest 

for your community that your organization might want to comment on or just simply look for 

stories and get together as a team and get together and talk about them and say which ones 

will we comment on? Which ones will we not tough with a ten-foot pole and maybe think 

about dipping your toe into these waters, what are some of your boundaries and guidelines 

around news commentary and engagement with current affairs.



Beth: That’s great. So now everyone that’s listening, you can all go in to your executive 

director and tell them that Vanessa said that you need to read the newspaper at work. Get 

your coffee and enjoy! Vanessa, this as always was so great and I always love your insight and 

perspective on things. Thanks so much for joining us again and sharing even more of your 

knowledge with me and the nonprofit community. 

Vanessa: My pleasure. Thanks for having me, Beth.


