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Let’s face it. It’s tough out there searching for dollars. Each time you look
around, the majority of grants, members, and corporate honchos still seem
to go to that same small number of well-known organizations in your town.
Once in a while, a new kid will crop up and suddenly capture the interests
and funding of the donors you’ve been trying to reach.

What can you do to keep up?
It’s time to stop waiting for lightning to strike and start generating your

own electricity. It’s time to develop a strategy to gain recognition as a pace-
setter organization. 

Is Your Organization a Pacesetter? 

It should be.
B Y  G A Y L E  L .  G I F F O R D
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Who Are the Pacesetters?
Webster’s New World Dictionary describes a

pacesetter as “a person, group, or thing that leads
the way or serves as a model.”1   One secret of pace-
setter organizations is that they understand intu-
itively that their community standing affects their
programming success and their attractiveness to
givers of all kinds.

As Bruce Kastiff once stated, “It’s . . . like deal-
ing with the Ford Foundation. You don’t tell them
how good you are. You let them read about you in
The New York Times.”2 In effect, Mr. Kastiff was
describing a pacesetter organization.

So what do pacesetter organizations have in
common?

Pacesetters are recognized leaders. They are
the individuals and organizations to whom others
turn to define upcoming issues. You read about
them in the newspaper and hear them at confer-
ences. They’re the ones invited to participate as
partners with foundation staff in developing new
grantmaking approaches.

Pacesetters are not afraid to speak out.
Pacesetting organizations do not fear original think-
ing. They are bold, honest, and global in what they
think and what they do. They stick their necks out to
tell the truth.

Pacesetters think big. Pacesetters think about
large public policy issues even as they work on local
problems. They find innovative and mold-breaking
ways to solve them. Then, pacesetters consider it
their obligation to share their ideas with the broader
community.

If this doesn’t sound like your organization, then
it’s time to take a critical look at the program work
you do. If it does sound like you but you aren’t get-
ting the recognition you deserve, it’s time to over-
haul your communications program.

This article is designed to tell you how to build a
pacesetter reputation through strategic communica-
tions. You still have to earn that reputation with
quality programming.

No communication strategy will paper over poor
quality work. Therefore, it’s critical that your orga-
nization develop a program approach which values
quality and cherishes results. And that starts at the
top.

The chief executive must think and act like a
leader. Does the CEO articulate an original and

high-impact vision of what your
organization is trying to accom-
plish? Set the bar high, demand-
ing no less than the highest quali-
ty programming with outcome-
based, measurable objectives.
Organizations that are unwilling

to establish desired outcomes and seek to meet
them will soon find themselves out of the running
for grants and major gifts.  

Incorporate theory and expertise into your pro-
gram approach. Engage experts in your work. Enlist
their service as members of your program commit-
tee or advisory board. Ensure that your paid and
volunteer staff thoroughly understand why you do
what you do. Be deliberate but open to innovation. 

Above all else, find the truth. Seek out feedback.
Value critical analysis, and make it a routine part of
your programming. Learn from your successes and
your failures.

Don’t Leave Recognition to Chance.
When you feel confident that your programs are

of the highest caliber, then you’re ready to develop a
pacesetter communications strategy. The following
five steps are a starting point for building recognition. 

Value quality, and cherish results.
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1. Build strategic networks.
Imagine that your professional colleagues were

asked: “What are the best organizations in the field
working on these issues?” Would your name be on
the list? 

Establish working relationships with the organi-
zations which are already perceived as pacesetters
in your field. Get yourself invited to participate in
existing informal networks of similar organizations. 

If no organization exists for your program area,
create one. Meet infrequently but regularly. Keep in
touch professionally through e-mail, notes, idea
swaps, and communication exchanges.

Make sure that you are included in printed or
online directories of organizations. Have your staff
speak at major conferences in their field. And don’t
overlook your development, marketing, and admin-
istrative staff. The expertise of all your staff reflects
the overall quality of your organization.

At some point, a potential donor will contact
your peers to check out your organization. Make
sure they can answer who you are and what you are
doing. 

2. Serve on governing boards 
of strategic institutions.

What committees or organizations influence
policy in the areas in which you work? These com-
mittees may include the economic development
committee of your Chamber of Commerce or the
Governor’s Commission on Women. Ensure that
your organization is represented on these commit-
tees. If you can’t get appointed to these committees,
volunteer for subcommittees where membership is

more open. By participating on these committees,
you not only make important contacts, but you
enrich your program work by learning more about
key problems and their possible solutions.

3. Create landmark publications.
One of the best ways to build your prestige is to

develop publications which illustrate your leader-
ship in your field. “White papers” are good opportu-
nities for engaging key audiences. Circulate a draft
of a white paper on a pressing public concern, out-
lining key issues and your recommended solutions.
Ask for feedback from key stakeholders and audi-
ences you are trying to develop. Include public offi-
cials, foundation program officers, colleagues, and
major supporters in your feedback loop.

A caution here: Don’t just go through the exer-
cise as a public relations opportunity. Use the white
paper as a way to generate thoughtful feedback and
engage your colleagues in a dialogue about your
issues and programs. Seeking input, listening to
what you hear, and thoughtfully incorporating those
opinions in your planning are some of the best ways
to improve your programs and cultivate potential
supporters.

4. Place the right stories with 
the right media.

Remember Mr. Kastiff’s advice to “let them read
about you in The New York Times.” You don’t need
to aim as high as The New York Times—at least not
initially—to be a leader in your own constituency. 

Do you know what publications your key audi-
ences read? Find out, then find ways to secure

No communication strategy will paper over poor
quality work.
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article placements about your organization in those
publications.

Be creative about your use of media. Did key sup-
porters graduate from the same colleges and univer-
sities as you or your staff? Then consider placing a
story about your work in an alumni newsletter. Are
there specialty or trade publications important to
your sector? If yours is an environmental group
working on marine issues, for example, you may
reach important audiences through boating or fishing
publications. Consider the business press or weekly
newspapers. And don’t forget to respond to magazine
and newspaper articles related to your work through
high-readership “Letters to the Editor.”

Start small and work up. The staff at larger,
more well-known publications read smaller pubs. By
building awareness of your organization, you’ll work
your way up to The New York Times.

5. Routinely communicate with your 
target audiences.

I’m sure that each of us has heard a donor
lament: “The only time I hear from the XYZ organi-
zation is when it’s time to ask for money.” Don’t let
your only contact be a solicitation.

Establish a pacesetter communications calendar
and database. Schedule a quarterly contact with
your target audiences. You don’t need to create a
separate newsletter or fancy publication. Has a great
article about your organization recently appeared in
a newspaper or journal? Send a copy of the clipping
to a prospect who shares that interest area. Include
a note: “I wasn’t sure you saw this. Thought you
might be interested.” Or send the executive summary
of a special report you’ve just published. Offer to fol-
low up with the complete study. Ask for feedback.

Who should be in your database? Include profes-
sional colleagues, public officials, key legislators,
business leaders, trade association heads, foundation
staff and targeted trustees, board members, hon-
orary board and committee members, media con-
tacts, major donors, and anyone else important to
your work. Keep the list manageable. 

The goal of your communications is twofold: 
• to build your awareness and prestige
• to engage your target audience in meaningful

interaction with your organization.

You Don’t Need a Big Budget.
Don’t be immobilized by a small budget. None of

the ideas in this article carry big price tags. In fact,
by building community outreach and feedback into
all your work, you’ll develop better programs while
you increase your standing in the community.  

If you do have a substantial budget for communi-
cations, then use it wisely. Where will you get the

most impact? A video may be flashy, but will it do
more than gather dust? Would you have more
impact by hosting an annual conference featuring
experts in your areas of concern? Conferences pro-
vide you with an opportunity to define an issue, build
strategic networks through selection of speakers and
panelists, and distribute printed conference proceed-
ings under your name. Carefully consider your objec-
tives and alternatives before you start any expensive
undertaking.

So, don’t sit around wondering why all the
money and resources are flowing to other organiza-
tions. Get started right away on building the paceset-
ter organization you want to be. ■

Footnotes
1Webster’s New World Dictionary of the American Language, Second College

Edition.
2Bruce Kastiff, director of the James A. Michener Art Museum, made this state-

ment in comparing James Michener’s charitable giving to that of the prestigious
Ford Foundation, as quoted in The Chronicle of Philanthropy, Vol. IX, No. 6,
January 9, 1997, p. 12.

Selected References

Andreasen, Alan R., Marketing Social Change, San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
*Carter, Meredith, “How to Be a Role Model in the Quest for Quality,”

Nonprofit World, September-October 1993.
*Chrislip, David D. and Larson, Carl E., Collaborative Leadership.

*Drucker, Peter, Managing the Nonprofit Organization.

*Kennedy, Larry, Quality Management in the Nonprofit World.

Kouzes, James M. and Posner, Barry Z., The Leadership Challenge, San
Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

*Lauer, Larry, “Achieving an Admired Organization: The Essential Elements of
Communicating Nonprofits,” Nonprofit World, September-October 1993.

*Lauer, Larry, “How Do Effective Nonprofit Leaders Communicate?”,
Nonprofit World, January-February 1995.

Levinson, Jay Conrad, Guerilla Marketing, New York: Houghton Mifflin.
*Muehrcke, Jill, ed., Public Relations and Communications, Leadership

Series, Volumes I and II.

*National Civic League, The Community Visioning and Strategic Planning

Handbook.

*Ott, Christine, “Nonprofit Communications on a Shoestring,” Nonprofit

World, March-April 1990.
*Vittitow, Dick and Marion, “Path Setting on the Border: Designing Nonprofits

for the Next Century,” Nonprofit World, September-October 1993.
Yale, David R., The Publicity Handbook, Lincolnwood, IL: NTC Business

Books.

*Starred publications are available through the Society for Nonprofit
Organizations’ Resource Center. See the Resource Center Catalog, included in
this issue, or contact the Society at 6314 Odana Road, Suite 1, Madison,
Wisconsin 53719 (800-424-7367).

Gayle L. Gifford, CFRE, has over 15 years of professional experience in non-

profit management, communications, fundraising, and program develop-

ment. She has served in all capacities of nonprofit life, including founder,

senior manager, officer, trustee, and volunteer at grassroots, regional, and

national nonprofits. She is a partner with Jonathan W. Howard in Cause &

Effect (178 Ninth Street, Providence, Rhode Island 02906, 401-331-2272, e-

mail Ceffect@aol.com), a consulting firm specializing in a “program first”

approach to nonprofit needs in communications, funding, and management.

Their clients include local, regional, national, and international organiza-

tions.

Nonprofit World • Volume 16, Number 4  July/August 1998 
Published by the Society for Nonprofit Organizations   
6314 Odana Road, Suite 1, Madison, WI 53719 • (800) 424-7367


