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Welcome, and thanks for joining me today for the Basics of Nonprofit Branding.

I’m Beth Brodovsky. I’ve been working in Nonprofit Marketing for 28 years. I 

started as a designer and art director for a nonprofit and opened my firm, Iris 

Creative, in 1996. 

In all the work we do my goal is to drive participation in your organization. I 

like to say that we help you inspire people to show up, stick around and give 

back. After almost three decades of solving communications problems for 

organizations I had a pretty good idea of the problems that come up over 

and over. So, in 2012 I started building nonprofittoolkit.net as a place for busy 

nonprofit communicators to come and get the tools and training you need to get 

the job done. 

Branding is the root of communications; so today we will tackle the basics to 

start building your foundation.

Before we start I just want to say that this is a new webinar software I’m using 

today. There is chat over on the right and I’ll be jumping in to answer questions. 

If anything goes wonky while I’m broadcasting, don’t worry. I am recording it and 

you’ll get a copy after we finish today. 

So let’s jump in. 

People come to me all the time saying they need branding. It’s a word that is 

used a lot —but not always to mean the same thing. 
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When people talk about branding, they usually think of the parts you can see. 

A great logo. Attractive colors. Marketing materials that look consistent and 

professional. This is what we call Visual Branding. And it is a really important part. 

The mistake that many organizations make, however, is starting here. 

Strategic Branding goes much deeper than how things look. It creates a 

foundation for everything you do and say as well. 

The visuals are the hook. They function as the trigger that connects you to why 

you love the brand. The feeling of attachment runs deep. And people sometimes 

can’t express rationally why they love the brands they love. I know my son is 

constantly trying to explain to me all the things his Android does better than my 

iPhone, but I could care less. It’s not an Apple. I don’t want it. And even I know 

that makes no sense. Logos can change but feelings stick. 

The reason many organizations have logos and few have brands is that the 

work started and stopped at making things look good. They built on a weak 

foundation.

By this I don’t mean that the organization is weak, Or that visuals are 

unimportant. I’m a designer by training. I truly believe in the value of visual 

impact. What I mean is the communications framework got built backwards. 

When it comes to building an effective communications program there are 

actually three parts. 

BRANDING > COMMUNICATION PLATFORM> TAKING ACTION

One way to understand it is to imagine a tree. 

The leaves on a tree are like your communications. These are all the actions you 

take to deliver your message. It’s your brochures, emails, social posts, videos, 

invitations and fundraising efforts. They change from season to season.
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The trunk of a tree is your communication platform. It’s the structure that 

connects the leaves to the tree. This is your website, database, social sites and 

email system. These work as the hub of your communications. 

Your brand is the roots of the tree. The roots are underground, so you don’t 

see them. But an oak root underground will make an oak leaf in the air. Every 

time, year after year. Your brand is the DNA of your organization. It holds all the 

information that guides what you say, what you show and what you do. 

When you are under staffed and under pressure people tend to jump to the most 

direct solution. Who wouldn’t? At a nonprofit it doesn’t matter that you were a 

philosophy or a biology major, stuff needs to get done. And the easiest answer 

to getting the donations you need to survive is Taking Action — creating a letter, 

email or some other thing that will solve the immediate problem. 

People tend to say, “I know we need branding, but our gala is coming up, and I 

have to get the invitations out.”

So we all get busy DOING. The problem is that it can be like throwing spaghetti at 

a wall – or all over the house. Now, a lot can be solved by talking action, but if the 

action doesn’t have a clear direction, you just keep doing and doing and it may 

not add up to what it could. 

The other place we get stuck is in systems. I call this your marketing platform. 

It includes your database, your website, your email system and your social sites. 

When DOING doesn’t work the next place we go is FIXING. 

Websites get old; new social sites pop up; you need to work on growing your 

email list. Fixing these things is also important but it still doesn’t get to the root 

of the problem. 

And that brings us to branding.
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Building solid systems and Taking Action are really important. But when you don’t 

have a foundation underneath of that some problems crop up. 

You may be feeling:

• Like you are all over the place. You don’t have a clear message and no one 

says the same thing. Every time you have a staff change the new person wants 

to change everything. If you are big enough to have separate marketing and 

fundraising people they may work in their own silos or even be struggling with 

each other. 

• You might feel overloaded – that creating marketing and fundraising materials 

takes so much of your time

• Even though you are doing all this work, you don’t really think the way things 

look really represents the organization – you may even be reluctant to send 

people to your website or embarrassed to hand out your materials. 

• And the worst, you are spending a lot of money and it just doesn’t feel like it’s 

adding up the way it should.

This is normal – both for profit and nonprofit. Few founders think about a brand 

foundation when they decide to launch. But eventually you get to a point where 

you need to step back and get focused in order to have the impact you want. 

In getting ready for this session, I asked what your questions were about 

branding. I answer questions all the time, and they typically fall into six areas. 

1. Getting buy-in: leadership, board

2. How to show you are different

3. Finding the right words to sum up who you are today

4. How to create a consistent look and message

5. How to promote/build awareness

6. Where to start and how much it costs
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1. GETTING BUY-IN: LEADERSHIP, BOARD

We’ll start at the beginning – with getting buy-in

The question is: 

Q: How do I convince leadership of the importance of branding when they think 

the focus should be making direct asks? 

At many organizations, fundraising equals revenue. And revenue is pretty darn 

important. Making direct asks are the leaves on the tree. It falls under Taking 

Action. And like all other actions, they need a focus. 

How do you know whom to ask? What they want? Where to find them? Are you 

burning time convincing people they should care? 

All that hunting takes time. And going after the wrong people means more dead 

ends, which impacts attitude and likely leads to staff turnover (possibly you). It 

puts you in a weak position, as an organization – and as a fundraiser. Your job 

isn’t to beg for support, it’s to help people have an impact on the things they care 

about. And to be a good matchmaker you need to really know what both sides 

want. 

Trust me, I found the girl my son married.

VISUAL > Mission Vision and Values on one side – Brand in the middle – 

Marketing and Fundraising on the other side

Branding is the bridge that connects your mission to your message. 

It’s easy to think your mission is enough to get people on board. The problem is 
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that most mission statements read like a group project – and I am sure you all 

remember how well those went in school. I call it “no opinions left behind.” 

Not only is your mission statement not your brand – it may, in fact, be working 

against you when it comes to communication.

In an effort to seem inclusive and not upset important board members, 

everyone’s ideas get added in and then people obsess over whether you should 

say empowering or engaging. So you keep them both and add in a few more 

commas. Before you know it, you have a paragraph that is indecipherable to 

anyone outside the room. 

Mission statements typically describe what you do and sometimes who you do 

it for. In an effort to sum up your work, they often lose something critical to 

engagement – emotion. 

Chris wrote in to ask how to connect a brand to an emotional and empathetic 

response in the receiver. 

On the Taking Action side, this shows up in the words and the images you choose 

and how you put them together. Think of it as telling stories. Take a look at the 

communications that charity:water creates. It only takes a moment to feel the 

impact of the work they do. 

Telling powerful stories starts in a different place that talking about WHAT you 

do.

You need to connect people to WHY. Why it needs to be done. Why they should 

care. Why you can help them make it happen. 

The absolute best resource on this subject is a book called Start with Why by 

Simon Sinek. In my mind, its required reading before going into a branding 

project. I’d suggest you get your whole board copies. 

www.iriscreative.com
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Link to purchase: http://amzn.to/29zeCma

2. HOW TO SHOW YOU ARE DIFFERENT

Q: How to make our brand stand out and be primarily associated with our 

organization

The next kind of question I get asked is about how to differentiate your 

organization. Many of you have names that are not distinctive, parent 

organizations or behemoth competitors working in the same space. 

First, you need to figure out how you are different in a way that is important to 

the right people. 

Go Deep: When looking for what is unique about your organization, don’t stop at 

what is true. Dig for what is truly distinctive. 

People say things to me like “What’s really unique about us is how much we care 

about the kids.” 

No! You can’t own that. Everyone who works with kids is perceived as really 

caring about them. It doesn’t matter if it’s more true for you. It’s not believable. 

Know your audience: I recently reviewed some branding work that listed 18 

different audiences. 18. How do you create content that connects with 18 different 

segments equally well? 

You can’t. And when you try it ends up not working for anyone. 

To build a brand you have to be willing to make tough choices and that includes 

deciding who is your primary audience. Who do you need to feel like they have to 

get involved. Is it your funders? Your volunteers? Your clients?
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Of course you want the media to pick up your stories. Trust me, that is much 

more likely to happen if you create a movement with deeply committed 

champions. The media is watching what they are doing more closely than they 

watch what you are doing. 

My advice to you would be to consider whose involvement you need to thrive. 

They are your primary audience. 

Figuring out whom you should be talking to and what to say to them can’t be 

done in a vacuum. 

When I developed a brand for a 20-year-old rare disease association, they told 

me that the time they spent on the phone talking to parents who were distraught 

about a diagnosis was the most important thing they did. It was clearly important 

to them and was very tied to their feeling of helping. Yet when we asked their 

community we learned that they had different priorities. They cared about 

getting answers so they valued the research the organization supported. We 

realized through the process that this group was the only organization that was 

bringing the physicians and the patients together to fund and find a cure. Their 

brand is about access and answers. 

The VP of Operations told me, “It was really eye-opening that there was 

something different about us that we could really promote and we hadn’t before 

… it now seems very obvious, but it wasn’t. ”

To discover your distinction you need to ask questions. Of yourselves. Of your 

audiences. This requires some research. The trick is to do enough to inform your 

decisions and not so much that your are immobilized by data. 

When you have a clear definition of who you are looking for and why it will be 

remarkably easy to find more of them.

3. FINDING THE RIGHT WORDS TO SUM UP WHO YOU ARE TODAY
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Q from Jory: Trying to develop a relevant tagline that doesn’t lose our historical 

significance yet succinctly communicates to people who we are and we we do 

*today*

Once you have done your research and identified your audience, the next step 

is to distill everything you have learned into a core message. There are many 

different aspects to brand messaging, and they all have annoying consultant-

speak names like Equity and Positioning. Honestly, don’t worry about the 

terminology now. It is hard enough to do what Jory is asking – be relevant and 

clear while still adding something of value. 

When I look at nonprofit brand language there is a lot of “creating social impact” 

and “strengthening our community.” As my high school English teacher would 

say – too vague, too general and too ambiguous. These phrases populate mission 

statements, websites and grant proposals, and they don’t actually tell you 

anything. Trying to be everything to everyone forces you into generalization.

And if they are not generic, they often are too specific – to the point of being 

jargon that alienates people new to your mission.  

People often think they can’t possibly sum up their organization in a few words. 

And that is usually true if you are focused on WHAT you do. If you take the brand 

approach, you can focus on WHY it’s important and that shifts into a world of 

new language and possibilities. 

A simple formula to work with for distilling your research into an impact 

statement is 

We are the #1 choice for (blank) because we are the only/the best/the first 

(blank).

Don’t get stressed about the cheesy and bold feel of this language, It is purely 

internal and meant to get you clear in the head about what space you want to 
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own in your person’s mind and heart.

Think of a large organization like the World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF)

Their work focuses on the conservation of oceans and coasts, forests, and 

freshwater ecosystems. Among other issues, it is also concerned with endangered 

species, sustainable production of commodities and climate change.

Water and trees and animals and the stuff people do to wreck it. That’s a lot to 

cover and it could take a very negative spin really easily. 

But their brand is about “Building a future in which people and nature thrive.” 

It covers all that in a positive, forward-pushing idea that shows both vision and 

effort. Can you hear the WHY in that statement? It’s clear they believe both 

people and the environment are important and harmony can be achieved. 

My next favorite book about branding covers this idea of positioning and creating 

a #1 specialty really well. It’s called Why Johnny Can’t Brand. And it is the 

simplest most straightforward branding book I’ve ever read. 

Link to purchase: http://amzn.to/29DvSH6

I think Taglines are the hardest part of branding. A quick test that helps you judge 

them is to put your nearest competitor’s logo on top of your tagline and see if it’s 

just as believable from them. If so, you are not differentiated enough. 

4. HOW TO CREATE A CONSISTENT LOOK AND MESSAGE

So we’ve talked about buy-in and research and message-building. Now let’s go to 

a question about image. 

Ann R asked “How do I make sure everything we send out is consistent with our 

brand?”

www.iriscreative.com
http://iriscreative.com/
http://amzn.to/29DvSH6


Contact Iris Creative at www.iriscreative.com • 267.468.7949

Ann’s question is an important one. Whether you are starting with visual branding 

or with strategic branding, you will end up here. 

You need to get to a point where your marketing and fundraising materials:

• Look like they are coming from the same organization

• Reflect your core message no matter who writes them

• Communicate the style, tone and quality that aligns with your brand

• Represent you well even when you are not there

To get there, we start with a communication audit. It literally begins by putting 

everything on a table and taking it all in together. 

Do they pass the tests we just talked about? 

It helps to make a record of what you have now so that you can evaluate what 

needs to be updated, tossed or replaced later. We use a worksheet tool in Excel 

to catalog current communications. 

Once you move into Taking Action you need to put some processes in place to 

keep things on track. There are many ways to go about this

• Provide key messages, phrases and points to guide copywriting

• Develop profiles for your secondary audiences and create key messages that 

are adjusted to their interests

• Create a Dropbox, Google Drive or space on your server where all the brand 

elements live. Provide instructions on usage and a person to go to for 

questions. Creating a style guide is very helpful especially if materials will be 

created by consultants and vendors. 

• Require approval of materials by a brand manager

Things start to get more complicated if you work with outside consultants and 

vendors. And change is hard. People will want to get things done so they may 
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just leave the old logo. Setting up a system for consistency and accountability 

early and enforcing it is critical. Branding projects start with buy-in from the 

leadership – but operationally it’s buy-in from the ground crew that makes it 

happen. 

5. HOW TO PROMOTE/BUILD AWARENESS

Q: Lindsay: It’s really hard to build a brand if people don’t know who we are, even 

if they love what we do! There are so many media outlet choices today! So what 

is the best/number one media outlet for promoting our organization?

Lindsay, I wish there was an easy answer to this. It is different depending on your 

goals, your audience, your work and your budget. I can tell you that branding will 

give you direction. And I say direction because here is where we start to cross 

from branding into marketing (Taking Action). Marketing is about taking the 

research and the message and putting it out into the world. 

• Create a perfect person profile: Going into marketing really understanding 

your person to the point where you know the language they use and the 

places they hang out will increase your effectiveness.

• Survey to discover the language they use

• Research the places they hang out

• Plan some tests: Getting it right is part science, part art and part 

experimentation.

• Develop Ambassadors: And if your budget for awareness is tight or 

nonexistent this is even more important. You will have to create ambassadors 

who promote for you. The only people willing to do that on an ongoing basis 

are the people who are committed to you. Build your brand for them and they 

will bring their friends. 

Why is Branding so hard?

Branding takes time. Time to execute and time to let it do its work. It can be 
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hard to get the space to work on it while you have a mile long list of DOING. 

And branding takes time to settle into the bones of your organization and your 

audience. It’s a hard choice to invest in the long game. 

Branding requires focus. This means letting go of being everything to everyone, 

becoming perfect for some and trusting that the right people will show up. Kim 

Kardashian doesn’t sweat that most of us think she’s crazy. She makes millions off 

the narrow band of zealots who love to watch the chaos. If you want to be loved 

and admired by everyone, you will struggle with becoming truly important to the 

people who can help you the most. Branding works by being perfect for some at 

the expense of being totally wrong for others. This makes leaders uncomfortable. 

Branding calls for input. Success comes from aligning your genius with your 

audience’s passion. This means looking outside your four walls, your board 

and your executives. It means recognizing that something you love about your 

organization may not be what people care about. You exist to facilitate other 

people’s dreams. 

Branding forces change. It’s not just looking different. It’s BEING different. In your 

images, in your words, in your actions. 

Branding needs a plan. Even if you have the time and want to work on it, getting 

where you want to go feels like a mystery.

Is it worth it? 

Branding clarifies exactly what makes you truly amazing to a specific audience.

It creates a framework that makes communication faster, easier and more 

effective.

It draws your team together.
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And most important of all, it builds trust. 

Trust attracts 

• Partners

• Donors

• Volunteers 

• Staff

• Community 

And when you have what you need to thrive it increases your capacity to do what 

you are meant to do. 

6. WHERE TO START AND HOW MUCH IT COSTS

So that brings us to – shall we say – the million-dollar question: where to start 

and how much it costs.

Where to Start

The first step we take in branding is to have a strategy session. This is not a 

meeting. It is a participation-required half-day session that brings representatives 

from key audiences (staff, board, leadership, donors, partners, volunteers 

and clients) of your organization together to discuss your goals and how 

communications supports reaching them. It is important to cover things like: 

• What’s working

• What you are struggling with

• What you would do if money was no object

• If you could only do one thing, what would have the most impact

These are some of the questions we use to make sure that that the project moves 

forward with the right scope and support. The process flushes out any issues and 

brings the team together to champion the effort. One exercise that is especially 
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helpful if you have a current strategic plan is to map your goals to your current 

communications efforts and look for gaps. 

How much it costs. 

Of course here I have to start with – it depends. But let me give you some 

context. 

If you decide to do a visual rebranding, that typically means you will be changing 

things like your

• logo

• colors

• fonts

• overall graphic style

A logo can cost as little as $250 if you go onto a crowdsourcing site like 

99designs.com where people from all over the world compete and you choose 

which design you like. 

Working with a specific freelancer or creative firm can cost anywhere from $1000 

to probably $10,000 if you are a small to midsize organization without a complex 

hierarchy of logos. 

If you change your logo, you then have to change your website and all your 

materials. Depending on what you have to update this will take three months to 

three years and will cost either staff time, volunteer time or thousands of dollars, 

depending on how much you need to do. 

A Strategic rebranding will likely cost anywhere from $50K to $200K on top of 

that, depending mainly on the size of your organization and the research you 

need to do. 

So here’s the thing. You have to do the same work after a strategic rebranding 
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as a visual rebranding. If you think you just need a logo update and that doesn’t 

solve your problems, you’ll have to do all that updating again. And you have lost 

at least a year in the process.  

That is why it is so important to start with a strategy session to be sure you are 

doing the project that needs to be done. 

Is everyone still breathing? 

I know. It’s a lot. 

I also know that is out of reach for many of you. But don’t leave yet. 

It really bothered me that so many organizations needed this help and so few 

could get it. It left you on your own with really only a few good books or the 

occasional webinar to guide you if you wanted to tackle it yourself. 

It bothered me enough that I wanted to do something to help bridge the gap. So 

I took the process we use with our clients and turned it into a program you can 

follow step by step. 

As I mentioned in the beginning, the questions you all asked about branding are 

ones I get asked a lot. So I designed the course with six modules to answer them 

in lots of detail. 

MODULE 1

Brand Foundation

The course starts out with helping you get buy-in. We structure your Strategy 

Session and provide a guide and worksheets to help you run it with confidence.  

We work on setting goals and creating a foundation for success. You’ll figure out 
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who should be involved and what role they should play so you build engagement 

without getting stuck. 

MODULE 2

Discovering Your Why

This module helps you set up your research plan. I’ll teach you how to figure out 

where to focus your time and energy. This section includes lessons on auditing 

your communications, analyzing the competition, digging into your own data and 

of course, how to arrange a phone interview process with your movable middle.

I include resource guides, question prompts and a great article from our 

researcher on the why the this middle segment is the key to success. 

For those of you with broader needs, I’ll also provide some key tips on when 

surveys and focus groups are useful. 

MODULE 3

Shape Your Story

After you complete your research, you will want to analyze the findings. This will 

show you trends and commonalities you can explore.

Developing your Core Message requires looking at what you have learned about 

yourselves internally and externally. The goal is find that thing that you do that 

your people find the most valuable.

To do this we’ll look at your potential audiences and describe your perfect 

person. You will always have multiple audiences you can’t always talk to all of 

them in every communication. This process makes sure you brand is designed for 

your ideal listener. 
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We’ll cover Brand Positioning, Personality, Naming, Taglines and Key Messages in 

this section.

You’ll get worksheets to help you create your profiles and formulas for writing. 

MODULE 4

Look Like you Mean It

This is the part many people think of as Branding. It’s about building your graphic 

identity. And even if you decide that a no-research design-focused image update 

is really what you need, this section will outline the process and the pieces to 

create. 

In this section we’ll focus on your Core Identity – your overall look and logo. I’ll 

teach you what you need to tell a designer about yourself to get the image you 

want. And, having managed many, many designers myself, I’ll share the secrets 

for dealing with us so you bring out our best work. 

Last, I’ll make sure you get design guidelines you can use to move into creating 

communications – and most important, get the file formats you need. 

This section includes worksheets and examples to get you started. 

MODULE 5

Delivering Experience

It’s time to launch your brand. Now you have to integrate it into your 

communications. This is the place where most brand strategy projects end. It 

leaves you with a new look and messages and no plan for transitioning your 

community and your materials to the new brand. 

www.iriscreative.com
http://iriscreative.com/


Contact Iris Creative at www.iriscreative.com • 267.468.7949

The module will focus on how to share your new brand focus with your internal 

team, your board and your community. I’ll give you ideas for events and materials 

you can use. 

And you’ll get a fabulous tool for organizing the redesign of your materials to 

help you prioritize projects and group work efficiently. 

That is the end of the 5 steps of rebranding. But I added a bonus module. 

MODULE 6 – BONUS

Finding Support

After going through the full program you’ll have a sense about how much you 

can do with the team you have. Some of you may discover you need outside 

help. Or maybe you are not sure. This section provides details on how much time 

tasks take and what skills are needed. As I mentioned before, money is tougher 

to estimate – there are really wide ranges of cost, but I’ll give you more details 

about of the range and what you get for that price. 

And if you decide you need help, I’ll give you some pointers on where to find 

what you need and how to ask for a proposal. 

There are often more options for getting funding for a project like this than you 

might think. This section closes with some ideas on where to find money if you 

need to get help.

So, I said before that having a firm like mine run this process for you could cost 

$50,000 or $100,000 dollars or more. 

With my online, on-demand course you can do that work for $497. You can go to 

nonprofittoolkit.net any time and get started. 
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However I have an even more special offer for you. 

This summer I am going to run a special live group training of the course. 

On top of the 

• 28 videos 

• 20 tools and resources

Available on-demand and sharable with your whole team

Live Group Training

I will be taking a group through the program together over the six weeks of the 

course. I’m adding in

• A private Facebook group for discussion

• Weekly emails 

• Two live Q&A calls  

And because this is my first time running it live, I am offering the program at the 

same price as doing it on your own. $497 is already a fraction of what it would 

take to hire a consultant to lead your through this process, and you’ll get my 

whole step-by-step program and six weeks of my time to help you as you go. 

Who will this help? 

I wrote this course for all of you in nonprofits with /Marketing in your title. You 

know – Director Development/Marketing or Young So You Get Social Media/

Marketing or Executive Director/Fundraiser/Marketing/Everything. 

You probably came to your organization with brilliant expertise in another area 

and somehow marketing got tacked on to what you do. And nothing got taken 

away. 

You may already have believed in the idea of branding but were not sure how to 
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get started. Plus you are busy, so having a group to work with and live events 

would help keep you on track. 

I want you to feel confident that you got this. So let’s do it together. 

The cohort will be starting on Monday, July 25, and run through Friday, 

September 2. All the materials are available on demand online so you can access 

them anywhere and anytime, even if you will be away during the program. 

For many organizations, July means a new year. This is a great time to set 

yourself up for a successful fall. You have annual campaigns, fall events, 

GivingTuesday all coming up. 

Let’s get started building your brand now. 

There is a link in the side panel you can use to sign up. It will be open until 8pm 

Eastern time on Friday, July 22. This is the only time I will be running a public 

offer for live group training in this course at this price. 

I would love to see you build a strong brand that unifies your organization, 

attracts partners and inspires donors. 

To join to group now, just click on the link to register. 

http://www.nonprofittoolkit.net/bybc-live/
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