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Many nonprofits choose to play it safe, delivering their message in a 
“me too” fashion – because they think they don’t have the resources 
or know-how to do something innovative and memorable. But it 
doesn’t take a Coca-Cola budget to build a powerful, differentiated 
brand. 

Take the story of the all-natural personal care brand, Burt’s Bees. 
Burt was a beekeeper, selling honey out of the back of his pickup 
truck. Roxanne was a single mom, living in a one-room tent. In 
1984, Roxanne volunteered to help with Burt’s bees, and soon the 
two teamed up to make candles from Burt’s stored-up beeswax. 
With hard work, a quality product, and a lot of brain power, what 
started as a $200 sale at a local craft fair has become a household 
name and a business worth more than $1 billion. Consumers wanted 
a natural product and a company that cares about the environment. 
Burt and Roxanne didn’t get lucky; they got strategic.

Successful marketing or rebranding campaigns aren’t just for 
consumer brands or high-dollar budgets. You can achieve the same 
level of emotional connection that brands like Disney or Apple do. It 
just takes provoking the right kind of response from your audience – 
delivering a brand driver instead of the expected mission statement. 

You already have a cause worth joining. All you have to do is light 
the fire. How? With smart thinking and a disciplined approach – 
a three-part branding process that begins with four foundation 
points, asks three important questions, and keeps its sights set on 
five reasons why branding efforts succeed. 

first: four pillars
As Allen P. Adamson points out in his book BrandSimple, you can’t 
go anywhere before establishing a strong foundation to withstand 
the changing environment. Great brands are bound to have these 
in common:

Difference. Define what makes your brand unique. Many 
organizations have great programs, methods, environments, and 
people. What do you do that’s different? Think about “why” you 
are, not “what” you are.

the solution comes down to smart thinking and a three-part strategy.
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It happens all too easily. There are too many people 
– too many audiences – to please. And with efforts 
focused on raising more money and gaining the 
support of as many people as possible, you lose sight 
of the one thing that will truly move the needle: your 
brand, and how your target audience perceives it.
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Relevance. Uncover how important your difference is to the people 
you want to reach. A differentiator is only as good as how much it 
matters to your audience. 

Esteem. The most effective brands are highly regarded. These are 
the brands people stand by even during a crisis. Does your relevant 
difference connect with your audience in a way that creates this 
level of loyalty?

Knowledge. Determine how well customers know and understand 
your brand. It’s important not to focus on this before the other three 
pillars are in place. 

then: three Questions
These three fundamental questions will help you truly get to know 
your brand before taking any further action:

Who do you want to talk to? You have many audiences – internal 
staff, board members, donors – but it’s time to make a choice. Resist 
the temptation to reach for everyone. Who is it you really want to 
reach most? A good brand position is not meant to be relevant to 
everyone.

What are you up against? In other words, whom or what do you 
need to beat? Assess the competitive landscape to find out what 
you’re up against. Then make the decision to overcome it.

How will you win? This is where your relevant difference comes 
into play – to aim for the hearts and minds of your audience, rather 
than straight for their wallets. A good place to start is with a new 
theme line that will capture your difference and rally the troops.

finally: five reasons
There are five main reasons why some branding efforts succeed 
while others fail. You can circumvent these pitfalls if you’re aware of 
them. Here are five ways to be sure you’re one of those who succeeds:

Play your differentiation card upfront. A mission-driven, non-
conflict spirit overwhelms the nonprofit sector. It can be difficult 
to go your own way. But make differentiation the thing you won’t 
compromise on. Be bold, and lead with what makes you distinctive. 

Respond with consistency rather than urgency. A common 
trap – especially as more new people come into an organization and 
want to make things fresh – is to respond to what others are doing 
and not think long term for the brand. Taking the long view can 
be the difference between wildly successful and wildly off mark. 

Define and refine your audience. If everybody is a target, 
nobody pays attention. By narrowing your targets, you’re creating 
impassioned champions who will help you get others to join your 
cause. Stay close to your audience. Tap into their cultural cues. 

Be consumer-centric. Nonprofits aren’t provocative by nature, so 
it’s important to make an extra effort to think like a consumer brand. 
Begin with the end in mind, because it doesn’t matter what you 
say – it’s what they hear. Smart consumer brands take a consumer 
position. When the recession hit, Tiffany’s launched a campaign that 
hit home with consumers: “Here’s to less.” They knew the mindset 
was to downsize and save for that special item that will last forever. 
When someone is exposed to your brand, what response do you want 
to provoke? Rethink the traditional response, such as compassion, 
which is unlikely to lead to action. Instead, maybe your audience 
members want to feel like savvy philanthropists.

Beat your competition. Great branding doesn’t come without 
a fight. Every nonprofit has something it needs to overcome, and 
playing too nice won’t get the job done. The competition isn’t always 
an organization – it could be a misconception. And it has to be beat. 
Attacked. Forget the pretty logo, designed to avoid offending anyone. 
Take a risk. The work you’re doing is too important to play it safe.

How to Stand out
Here	are	more	articles	on	how	to	differentiate	your	
organization	from	others	to	achieve	brand	status	
(from	the	Society	for	Nonprofits’	Library	at	www.
NonprofitWorld.org):

the Nonprofit Branding exercise	(Vol	26,	No.	1)

the Most important Question you Should Be Asking 
right Now	(Vol.	27,	No.	2)

Defining your Leader Brand	(Vol.	25,	No.	2)

the New Marketing Model for Nonprofits	(Vol.	22,	
No.	6)

How to transform your Brand	(Vol.	28,	No.	5)

moving? let us know!
Send	old	AND	new	address,	with	mailing	label	if	
possible,	to:

The	Society	for	Nonprofits
P.O.	Box	510354
Livonia,	MI	48151

The	post	office	WILL	NOT	forward	copies	of 
Nonprofit World.		So	let	us	know	BEFORE	you	
move	so	that	you	won’t	miss	any	issues.

This strategic approach applies to any nonprofit, no matter the size 
or the cause. Here are some nonprofits that get it:

•	 Feeding America (They call us to take action in ending 
hunger, not by showing us sad images but by making us feel 
educated on the topic.)

•	 Camp Fire (This youth organization builds a better kid, with 
no uniforms or false creeds. And starting now, not after 30 
chapters or a series of meetings.)

•	 Values.com (They remain consistent, sticking to their values 
while keeping their billboards fresh and relevant.)

•	 Nonprofit Leadership Alliance (Aspiring leaders are called 
to change the world through a nonprofit certification – to lead 
us all to a greater good.)

The moral of this story is that your brand doesn’t have to settle 
for its current position. Any brand has all the money it needs to 
set itself apart. So forget pleasing every person, and start thrilling 
the right people.	  

Pasquale Trozzolo is founder and CEO of Trozzolo 
Communications Group (trozzolo.com) based in Kansas City, 
Missouri.


