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BETH: Hello, this is Beth Brodovsky and welcome to Driving Participation. Today 

I am on with Bill Skowronski from the Dominican Friars Organization. He’s from 

the Central Dominican Friars out in Chicago and he’s also the founder of an 

integrated marketing communications firm called Constellation, and Bill has been 

doing some real interesting work moving along this very, very old organization 

and bringing them into new media and I thought it would be really interesting to 

have you on today, Bill, to talk about what you’ve been working on and what’s 

been working in your world. Bill, thanks for joining me. 

BILL: Thanks very much for having me, Beth. I appreciate the opportunity to 

speak to your listeners. 

BETH: I always like to start off asking people how you ended up wandering into 

this work. So what was your journey into nonprofit communications?

BILL: That’s a really good place to start. I think back to, I have a six-year-

old daughter and I have a ten-year-old daughter, and I wonder if anyone in 

their class goes to career day and says “I want to be in integrated marketing 

communications someday.” I probably wouldn’t expect to hear that. Myself, I 

wanted to be a professional baseball player when I was younger.  This is not 

where I thought I would end up. I’ve always known a couple of things about 

myself. One is that I prefer ideas and people over products and profits. So I 

didn’t necessarily chart out this exact course for myself 20 years ago where I 

would have predicted I’d be working in nonprofit marketing communications, but 

I also think there’s more to it than just retroactively connecting the dots on my 

resume like you would in a job interview for example. In fact, I usually think of 

it like a Maslow’s hierarchy of careers. In the beginning we all do what we have 
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to do. We have to pay the bills, we have to get our foot in the door somewhere, 

so I did that. I worked in paralegal work. I have a philosophy degree. I worked 

in ad sales and then eventually at some point you discover what you’re good at 

doing and, for me, that was writing. It was storytelling and looking at things very 

strategically. Eventually if we’re lucky, we get a chance to do what we really want 

to do, and I did have that chance when I found a job writing for a local newspaper 

as a sportswriter and eventually moving to Wisconsin and then starting a small 

nonprofit organization and that’s where ultimately I started seeing the light at 

the end of the tunnel. I think that’s at the top of that hierarchy is being able to 

do what we’re really meant to do. So when I came back to Chicago and I found 

this job with the Dominican Friars as a director of marketing, I really saw it as 

a personal calling, a vocation of sorts for me and it’s been in this work that I’ve 

really been able to see long term what I’m here to do and that’s to help nonprofit 

organizations tell their story better and reach their audience more effectively and 

strategically through integrated marketing communications. It’s something I’ve 

been very fortunate to pretty quickly find what I’m meant to do in this world and 

that’s now helping others sharing the good things they’re doing.

BETH: You are very lucky and I think all of us that really love what we do are so 

lucky and your story reminds me a little of my mother, who my whole life growing 

up, every week she was praying in church for somebody to find meaningful work 

and I always loved how she said that, that it wasn’t just I’m praying that so and so 

gets a job. I always thought it was really lovely that she prayed for people to find 

meaningful work, somebody to find something that really is about finding their 

calling and making that connection with them and it’s great that you recognize 

that was something that you needed and found a way to get it.

BILL: It’s such a difference, too, when you work in the nonprofit sector in 

particular, especially in communications. If you are passionate about what you do 

and passionate about the people that you’re serving, you’re gonna be better at 

what you do. It’s hard to not be good at something you’re passionate about.
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BETH: That’s a really, really great perspective. You know, if you want things bad 

enough, you typically can figure out a way to get some version of it.

BILL: Right, right.

BETH: In this work that you’re doing, I always ask people, how does participation 

show up, you know, in your community, in the work that you’re doing for your 

clients? What are you seeing matter to organizations in a way that helps them 

thrive?

BILL: Participation is an interesting word and I know it’s the focal point of the 

podcast. I started looking at participation a little bit differently once we lined up 

this conversation because I think participation inherently involves engagement. 

We’re not participating unless there’s someone else or something else involved 

and the areas where my work intersects, it used to be very one sided. On one 

hand, in my work with the Catholic Church, participation in the very literal sense 

was largely defined just by showing up at Mass on Sunday. It was very passive. 

It’s always been very top down and more specifically, my position here with 

the Dominican Friars exists under the umbrella of mission advancement, which 

is responsible for raising money and attracting vocations, which are much, 

much more active ways of supporting the church, but we’ve seen recently this 

trend over the past several decades that even peer research data shows that 

Catholic Mass attendance and I guess to a larger degree self-identification 

with any particular religion have both been declining drastically. Take that and 

compare it with the consumer landscape in which we’re all over saturated with 

advertisements. We can either fast-forward through our commercials or we can 

even subscribe to ad-free entertainment, like Netflix. I’m a Netflix subscriber. 

What this has all done is it’s really set up the scenario in which we’re still sending 

out a message, but fewer and fewer people are receiving it. So it begs the 

question for us internally, how do we become more active and more strategic in 

our participation? I kind of like what Craig Davis has been quoted as saying. We 

have to stop interrupting what people are interested in and be what people are 

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


Contact Iris Creative at www.iriscreative.com • 267.468.7949

interested in. That’s really a loose definition of content marketing. 

BETH: Absolutely. So I’m just curious about the organization. Is there a goal to 

have you miraculously find ways to make people newly interested in things? Like, 

what was the climate that you went into when you started there? Was it, “Hey 

Bill, we need you to get a bunch of people to start coming back to Mass and start 

signing up for vocations again,” or was it broader than that? Did they have a more 

open mind to what the changes were happening?

BILL: Yes and no. It’s kind of a little bit of everything. I was hired in 2013, and I 

was very fortunate in that the Dominican Friars, especially in the central province, 

which is in the midwest of the US, are a very progressive group. They’re very 

open-minded. They’re very interested in embracing the culture and being a part 

of the culture. It’s very Dominican to be embraced or to be involved in the culture 

and not be separate from it. So when I was hired, I was brought in to write a 

marketing plan, write a communication strategy and increase the visibility of 

the order and the brand awareness of the Central Province because one of the 

challenges that we faced is there are about 13 different ministries throughout 

the midwest. There’s a parish in Denver, there’s two parishes in Minneapolis, 

one in Madison. There’s a high school here in Chicago, outside of Chicago, but 

outside of their community they really don’t thing about the other parts of the 

province. So there’s this branding identity issue and just by the nature of what the 

organization is, an 800-year-old order of the Catholic Church, there were a lot of 

mindset issues that were very, very challenging. So the expectation of me coming 

in was to raise awareness about the Dominican Order and to help the Central 

Province be better connected from one ministry to the next so that ultimately we 

continue to attract vocations, which the Dominicans are doing very well and then 

on the other hand to continue to attract financial support, which is a challenge 

for every nonprofit. So these ultimate actions at the end of our communication 

strategy, we have a five step communication strategy, the action at the end of 

the tunnel was either to initially attract vocation candidates or attract donors. 

Fortunately they’ve been very, very open-minded in terms of what that really 
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looks like because a lot of the work I do is not going to see a dollar raised at the 

end of the tunnel for a very long time. We had to build those relationships and 

our goal has never been to have people come back to mass, but I think some of 

the other goals along the way we’ve really been able to nail and exceed by using 

different social media, using more strategic ways of communicating and telling 

our story a little bit better to people who maybe didn’t understand the difference 

between Dominicans and Franciscans or the Diocesan priests.

BETH: Well, you have to, I guess, hope that an 800-year-old organization has 

patience. While they may not have the “let’s jump on the bandwagon” thing, 

you’ve got to think they have tenacity and patience for stuff. So as you begin, 

like as you began to bring in these changes and start to enact and establish your 

strategy, what did you end up deciding to do?

BILL: Well, we saw pretty quickly, as you write a marketing plan for an 

organization that has never had one before and when I was hired I was the first 

director of communications and marketing for any of the provinces. There are 

40-something throughout the world.

BETH: And nobody else has hired anybody like you?

BILL: No. We hadn’t really had any path to follow so a lot of this was charting new 

water.

BETH: So what made your group say, “This is something we need to do”?

BILL: Our provincial at the time, he’s the leader of the province. He’s elected 

leader of the province, was very interested in branding and he very well 

understood that there’s a process before people can take action on your behalf. 

They have to be aware of who you are and we developed a communication 

strategy based on the conversations he and I had about how to get someone 

from point A to point B. Very often that’s just an awareness, which is a lot of what 

we do on social media through our website. A lot of it is generating interest in 
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things we know that our parishioners are struggling with, but as an organization, 

it’s certainly akin to trying to turn the Titanic. I see it both in organizations that 

are very old and very big, like the Dominican Order, or also very small and very 

young. Those are really the two reasons most organizations are slow to adopt 

these new media strategies. So the challenge is just moving them from looking at 

new media as something we don’t do, quote/unquote, to seeing it as a strategic 

solution to an existing problem and then that’s a big, bit mind shift. Especially 

with the Dominicans. When you’re working with men who the average age is in 

their 60s and they haven’t grown up and they’re not businessmen. They’re priests.

BETH: Right, so they haven’t even been forced to learn this stuff. Like I know 

my parents are in their early 70s and when they were still working in their 60s, 

they knew email, they knew the internet because they were still working in the 

business world, but if you haven’t had to work in the business world and you’re 

older, you might not have really ever experienced it. I always joke that my father-

in-law would hand me a piece of paper and say, “Could you email this?” and I’d 

say, “Sure, where’s the file?” and he’s like, “No, this piece of paper.” We don’t have 

a transmogrifier yet. We still need to scan, but it’s amazing. There’s people that 

just don’t understand like the actual functionality of how things work, much less 

the opportunity of it.

BILL: Right, and that’s really the largest issue that we face is really just this lack of 

understanding of the strategic value, and I think that again speaks to the struggle 

that small nonprofits go through. The people who start nonprofit organizations 

are not necessarily business people. They’re people who have a passion for their 

cause. They have a passion for the mission so that’s why they get into it. They 

don’t get into it with a background in marketing. They don’t get in with a really 

strong understanding of social media.

BETH: I call them all slash-marketers. You know, program director/marketing. Like 

everyone gets it tacked on to what they do. Like it’s rare that somebody like you 

that came from a marketing background and is then put in place to do it. Usually 
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it’s somebody that’s inside of the organization that doesn’t look like they’re too 

crazy busy enough and somebody says, what did somebody tell me? That they 

inherited marketing. That is a perfect term.

BILL: Absolutely and I love the term slash-marketer because it describes what 

the role is as opposed to the exception. More people who have it tacked onto 

a development position or a sales position or some other sort of leadership 

position because they misunderstand how important and how much work goes 

into it. They think in terms of a lot of nonprofits, especially ours, in the beginning, 

the words internet and marketing were dirty words.

BETH: Me, too. The nonprofit that I worked at it was the same thing. We weren’t 

allowed to call it marketing. I can’t even remember the terms that we used, but 

we had alternative terms for everything that was remotely sales like because it 

made them feel uncomfortable.

BILL: Right, and I think what changed for us, what was very important right 

when I started was the enormous Pope Francis mechanism. By that I mean 

people around the world saw how involved Pope Francis was in social media, 

how publicly available he was and how his message didn’t seem very down. He 

really ingratiated himself to the lowest levels of society and that really brought 

more people back. Not only back to the Catholic Church, but we saw a lot in the 

beginning that came from people who weren’t even Catholics who said, “I’m not 

a Catholic, but I love this guy’s message. I love what he has to say.” I think that 

softened the experience for some of the people that I worked with. They said if 

Pope Francis is on Twitter, I guess I can, too. That’s true. When you think about it, 

something has to soften that exterior to say it’s not such a drastic thing for the 

Catholic Church to be on social media because there was this misunderstanding, 

that whole, “Why would I want to show everybody what I had for breakfast?” 

That’s not what social media is anymore. Some people still do that, sure, but 

that’s not the effective use of it. In fact, these past couple years, one thing that 

I’ve had a lot of success with is explaining very chronologically how the shift in 
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media leverage has occurred and …

BETH: Explaining to who? Explaining to your internal people or external?

BILL: Internally mostly, but also some of the clients I work with as well because 

they don’t really notice these big changes unless you point them out. Historically 

for example, if you owned a business say 50 years ago and you wanted to reach 

a target audience that wasn’t coming to your storefront or your physical location, 

you had to advertise and that’s where we understand paid media comes from. 

But then if you look back only 25 or so years ago, businesses still advertise in 

newspaper, TV and radio and even in the yellow pages, not billboards, but the 

real win came through public relations when one of those media outlets would 

choose to highlight your organization and tell your organization’s story to its 

own subscribers and that now as we look back we understand was earned media, 

but today it’s completely different. Today media is user driven. It’s digital and 

for the most part it’s free. So since the invention of the internet, audiences are 

now connected in ways they never were before and the content has global reach. 

Today I tell everyone that an organization’s website is the most valuable asset. 

That’s your own media. Between your website and your social media, that’s 

probably where you have all your control and that’s where you should be driving 

everybody else to, but that’s a very, very foreign concept to people who don’t live 

on the internet.

BETH: So because it is such a foreign concept, let’s talk a little more about that. 

So you mentioned the terms earned media and owned media and I always try to 

take the place of let’s assume that the people who are listening aren’t familiar 

with those terms. Could you talk about the two of them? What they are and what 

the difference is between them?

BILL: Sure. Like I said, I lean towards your website and your social media as the 

primary examples of your owned media and I like to say it, it’s like an island. You 

can do and say anything you want there. You don’t have to worry about how 
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much length you have or whether the topic is appropriate for a publisher. In terms 

of nonprofit giving I guess, it’s like an unrestricted gift.

BETH: That’s a good analogy!

BILL: Because you can do with it whatever you want to, whether it’s your social 

media page or your website itself, your email. That’s really where you should 

live because nobody is gonna tell you what to do there, but your earned media 

requires a third party and I’ve worked in newspaper and I’ve worked in yellow 

pages so I’ve seen a lot of things come across my desk over the years that just 

didn’t speak to our readers. It could have been a great story, but because it didn’t 

apply to our audience we didn’t run it. So you’re really relying on a third party 

for earned media and now it’s much more the case that earned media is looked 

at as influencer marketing on my end. A little bit less mass media coverage 

because so many of those outlets are dying off. They’re being purchased, they’re 

being acquired, but typically the value in earned media is first of all, it gives 

your organization credibility. If somebody who has 100,000 followers on Twitter 

re-tweets my opinion on something, it really raises my profile, but also opens 

doors to an audience I can’t typically reach and that’s always been the value of 

earned media. If you can get an ad in a newspaper or someone to talk about 

you on the radio, that’s going to get to more ears than anything you can do. 

Your subscribers, people who listen to this podcast, I have no other way to talk 

to or reach. For example, this podcast is a great example of owned media for 

you, but for me, it’s earned media. Since I have a level of experience in nonprofit 

marketing, I’ve earned the privilege of being your guest today so I have an 

opportunity to reach your audience in a way that I couldn’t otherwise do, in a way 

that a small nonprofit organization like the 22Q Family Foundation couldn’t reach, 

but they have a great cause. It’s just that their reach is very limited.

BETH: Right. Those are really good descriptions. So the owned media are things 

that you create 100 percent yourself. You have complete control over the content, 

like your brochure, like your website, like an advertisement you might place. You 
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can control the content and control where it goes and where it goes. Your email 

is another example, like the email that you send out, whereas earned media, 

it’s kind of like permission marketing. You’ve got to get in and have somebody 

else shake hands with you and say, “Yes, we’re gonna give you exposure and 

access to our community through our portal,” which in the olden days used to be 

things like a newspaper. Olden days. Listen to me! People used to know it like a 

newspaper. Maybe being a guest on a talk show or a radio show. Something like 

that. You don’t pay for it, but it also means that you can’t pay for it. You cannot 

buy your way on to earned media. If PR, public relations are getting the effort, 

PR is basically the effort to get access to this earned media, but that’s what’s 

really changing now because it used to be to get earned media, you would have 

to constantly be pitching a newspaper to carry your story. Now you can pitch a 

blogger or any company that has, like a corporation that might have blog on it 

that might need content for it, which both creates a lot of great opportunities, 

like lower thresholds possible, but it also like I say bifurcates the industry and 

instead of having like, “Here’s our hometown newspaper,” that’s where we’re 

going, you now have to spend other time hunting for all of the different places 

you could potentially be. Is that affecting you guys at all?

BILL: Yeah, it’s really, this is the age of integration and it’s such a different 

landscape now. I would never tell anyone don’t focus on earned media. Don’t 

focus on paid media. I know there is some paid media for certain organizations 

and certain platforms that’s fantastic. Facebook advertising is so targeted now. 

You can reach exactly demographically within a few miles of who you want to 

reach, but it’s also a balancing act. We can drive traffic to our owned media 

through earned, through paid integration, but there’s almost a different kind of 

pressure now because going back to the misconceptions about what we’re able 

to do with a website, with social media. This isn’t the field of dreams. It’s not just 

build it and they will come. You have to drive people to it. It’s like having your 

island and not having an airport or not having boats coming or not having a road 

that leads to your island. You’ve got to integrate otherwise people won’t find you. 

That’s another great example. If you’re not very, very strong in your search engine 
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optimization, people aren’t gonna find you and that’s really too bad.

BETH: And you can have something that’s terrific that’s sitting there and you 

think that it may not be good because nobody is coming to it, but that’s not the 

problem necessarily.

BILL: Right. There are staggering statistics that show how much of content never 

gets viewed.

BETH: Ugh, that’s depressing! So you’ve been working on creating your own 

owned media. What kind of things have you been developing to build out your 

island?

BILL: Well, we started with our website and the website I inherited was 

significantly different from what it is today. When I started, we had a website with 

some pretty good traffic to it, but we weren’t tracking it. We weren’t very in tune 

with our analytics to understand who was coming to our site and why they were 

coming there. It’s kind of silly to think we’re gonna create content for an audience 

that we don’t understand.

BETH: That’s my Holy Grail! Absolutely! It’s crazy to create content for an 

audience you don’t understand. I think I’m gonna make that a tattoo.

BILL: It’s true, and in a real sense it’s a waste of time to continually put things out 

there that you like, but your audience may have no interest in. So we had a really 

significant shift. If you think back to where we talked about participation and 

how I really wanted us to focus on our own participation as content marketers, 

as marketing communication people, there was a moment, I think it was around 

this time of the year maybe back in 2013 or 14, we started looking at our efforts 

in terms of what our audience needed from us. What does the world need from 

the Dominican Friars? That’s very different from asking what do we want to give 

the world or what do we want the world to give us. It’s really asking, “What are 
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we uniquely positioned to do?” What can Dominicans do that a diocesan priest 

on the street struggles with and it really just came back to this 800-year-old 

mission. The Dominicans carry letters “OP” behind their names because they’re 

the Order of Preachers. That’s their entire focus, preaching. Even the mission 

statement is to communicate the word of God through preaching theological 

education and promotion of justice and peace. So preaching is really at the core 

of what the Dominicans do, they’ve always done and they do it better than most. 

So we looked around and we were trying to figure out exactly how we could offer 

something that’s different. Like I said, we have a handful of parishes throughout 

the midwest, but our first provincial that I worked with really identified our target 

audience as much bigger than the people who are attending Mass because 

many of them aren’t attending anymore. So we took a step back and we realized 

that parishioners weren’t engaged in the Mass and many of them were leaving 

because the most common complaint was that preaching isn’t very good. So 

what our provincial believed are that a more actively engaged audience would 

get more out of the Mass. He actually believed that you as a parishioner can make 

the preaching better by being more prepared and being more educated about 

the readings, which in a sense sounds pretty silly, but at the time, it was around 

this time of the year. I remember because it was football season and I was sitting 

around talking to a few of my friends, probably in a local bar somewhere about 

the Bears. They were looking forward to the next week’s game and listening to 

all of the armchair analysts talking about what the Bears need to do to win and 

what the other team was featuring in terms of key players and their strengths and 

weaknesses and we had this long conversation as we always do. I’m sure they’re 

happening in every city that has an NFL team, major league baseball or any sport 

across the country, but I thought to myself, “How many people are really putting 

that much thought into what they’re gonna hear at Mass on Sunday?” and that’s 

where it started to shift for us. We started to think, “Well, maybe we can offer 

something to people that better prepares them when they show up at Mass on 
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Sunday.” So what we did was we turned to video initially and this was originally 

part of the marketing plan. We wanted to ramp up and also as a way of getting 

these guys who are brilliant preachers to give the gift to people who maybe don’t 

attend at their parish. So we started reporting what we call our Know Before 

You Go video series, about five minutes long each week. One of our friars gets 

on camera and says, “Hey, here’s what you’re gonna hear on Sunday.” He doesn’t 

read it from the text. He says, “This is why it’s important to your life. This is why 

it’s part of the bigger story of the Church. Here’s what we think will help you 

better understand it when you get there and here’s what you can do with it when 

you leave.” So that series quickly became the most popular I think on our website, 

without a doubt. All the intellectual resources fell by the wayside, but one of the 

biggest reasons this became so popular, again going back to the island analogy, 

is we promoted it. We really drove it. We put it out on social media. We put it out 

in email blast. We had everybody talking about it and it worked. We now have 

viewers who watch it in France, who watch it in Ireland. One of our brothers lives 

in Ireland and last year he said Dominicans came up to him and said how much 

they love the series. We actually have our provincial, our new provincial now, is 

on a banner, about a ten-foot-tall banner on the side of a building and across 

the street, he was approached by a young man outside one of our parishes and 

the young man said, “I recognize you,” and the provincial said, “Probably from 

the banner,” and he said, “Oh no, I watch the ‘Know Before You Go’ series.” He 

recognized him …

BETH: So you’re making rock star priests out there?

BILL: Right, and that’s not completely unheard of. Father Bob Barrett is a huge 

name in the Catholic media and has been for awhile, but it’s more about getting 

what’s valuable out there to the people who really need it and we’ve gotten more 

feedback and more positive engagement from the Know Before You Go video 

series than anything we’ve ever done before.
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BETH: You know, I love what you’re saying about your marketing because it’s 

easy for people to think about content marketing as really just content creation 

and that the answer to everything is just figuring out the right thing, the perfect 

message to create. Should it be a video or should it be a graphic or should we 

be blogging? It’s so easy to like get into the weeds on just focusing on that and 

forget that you could create the best thing in the world and if it just sits there on 

your website, if you don’t have a plan to connect people to it to get it out there 

into the world, it doesn’t matter. It could be great, it could be horrible, it could be 

anything and nothing is gonna happen. You’ve got to invite people in.

BILL: That’s the integration that’s important as well. You’ve got to use every 

channel you have. Let’s say you’re only using Twitter; we have two Twitter 

accounts, but if your audience isn’t using Twitter, if they’re on Facebook or on 

Instagram or they’re not on social media at all, how is that great message gonna 

get to them? Even to back up that point, we think of content creation, but the 

biggest challenge for us early on in content creation was I couldn’t do it. I’m not 

a priest. I’m a lay person. I’m just a guy. I’m not gonna stand up there and tell 

other Catholics how they can better understand the word of God. That’s not my 

role to do, but what we really focused on and I think this is why it’s important. 

We focused on what the men were doing already and that’s a much easier way 

internally to get people to buy in than to say, “I want you to start writing a blog.” 

You have to come up with something every week.

BETH: That’s so funny. That’s exactly why I started this podcast is because I am a 

really slow writer and I love to have conversations with people, so I went, just like 

anyone else I would advise, I picked a media that I enjoy and to me this is a fun 

way to spend an hour every week. 

BILL: Yep. I listen to it when I’m in the car on the way to work because I enjoy 

arriving at the office with a little motivation to start the day, so I appreciate what 

you do with this podcast.
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BETH: I mean, it’s so great! It’s so neat to meet people that actually listen to 

it and connect with people and I bet like your provincial is probably feeling 

the same way, that he’s not doing it to be recognized, but the benefit of being 

recognized, it validates his work. It validates that the work that you’re doing 

to spread the word is working and you know it’s funny. People don’t think of 

marketing like that. When you have people that hear and see what you do and 

can then come back and circle around and say, “Hey we saw you, and we got 

something out of it.” There’s an intrinsic value in just that. 

BILL: We internally, I am probably the biggest advocate I know of this push 

back against ROI. This push back against return on investment because I think it 

very much limits you to only focus on financial outcome and I think that’s a big 

mistake because what we do is not intended to arrive in the mail as a check next 

week. What we’re really trying to do is impact people’s lives and we’re trying to 

give people something that is going to help them live a better life and it’s very 

consistent with what many other nonprofits are doing. They will find volunteers 

because those are people who are passionate about what they do. It’s not 

because they said the right thing or they had an email that had a very high click 

through rate. It was because they identified with the mission. So we need to get 

the mission out there. We need to get the work that we’re doing out there and we 

can’t do that if we’re just focusing on “Is this gonna raise money?”

BETH: You know I think it’s interesting that you should say it that way because 

in the very beginning, you talked about your organization was very committed 

to the value of raising awareness and in fact you were hired, you weren’t hired 

to be a fundraising marketer and to promote get gifts. You were hired to raise 

awareness and to be very honest, that is both very rare and something I get a lot 

of push back from in this sort of fundraising marketing communications world 

of consultants out there is what is the role of marketing in an organization and 

this idea of brand awareness, there’s a lot of people in the nonprofit world that 

roll their eyes over that and treat it like you are robbing people blind in you’re 
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going in and telling them they need to spend money on just getting people aware 

of you because you’re absolutely right. You cannot always draw a direct line 

between awareness and financial outcomes. 

BILL: Right, that’s very much a sales mentality and I think that’s where it came 

from. It’s kind of poisoned the nonprofit environment, but I think if your job is 

fundraising, then you are going to be held to a certain standard. So everything 

that you do is to that end of raising funds. In our own communication strategy, we 

have three if not four depending on how you look at it steps in a five-step plan 

to come before we ever inspire action. So if we’re only focused on the action, 

that’s like asking someone to marry you on the first date. How do you not build 

a relationship over time by giving someone value, first by raising awareness that 

you’re there and then increasing the understanding of what it is you do before 

generating interest. Then you can start to talk about “Will you support us? Will 

you act on our behalf?” Those are very important distinctions to make, but I think 

when the pressure is on to raise money or to even bring in vocations, you end up 

taking the wrong guys. You end up taking money from people you don’t really 

feel good about.

BETH: Right, nobody wants to close bad deals. 

BILL: We do put at the forefront of everything that we do and it’s something I 

recommend to the small nonprofits I work with is to prioritize outcomes over 

output. We’re not just putting out social media posts because we feel like we 

have to be there, we have to have a presence. We’re doing it because we want to 

give value to people. That’s the outcome. That’s the return on investment we’re 

looking for. It’s really return on impact.

BETH: I think that is a perfect way to describe it. If somebody that’s listening is 

appreciating the kinds of things you’re saying and has maybe an organization 

that they’re struggling to get them to see the benefits of awareness, see the 
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benefits of moving into new media, there are still people that are struggling with 

this. What’s the best piece of advice you could leave someone with so they could 

take action and begin to move forward the way you have?

BILL: I understand that just getting started can sometimes be the most 

overwhelming part, especially for slash-marketers who have so much more on 

their plate. Personally, I begin my conversations with Constellation clients just 

by asking them what does success look like for you, for you in particular. You 

can look at it in a variety of ways that social media, what does success look like? 

Are you interested in increasing your audience so you have more people you can 

share your mission with or are you trying to drive people to an event? Are you 

trying to drive people to become volunteers? Knowing what success looks like 

for you can help you align every outcome to that output or every output to that 

outcome and sometimes the most important thing you can do early on, especially 

for small understaffed nonprofits is to clearly define your target audience and 

maybe even refine your target audience. Begin thinking of things from their 

perspective as opposed to from your own. What’s great about the shift in media 

leverage is that it allows smaller organizations who are better in touch with their 

audience level the playing field. Companies like IBM, companies like Nike would 

love to better know who their audience is. At this point it’s everybody. That’s a 

hard audience to market to.

BETH: It’s a hard and an expensive audience to market to.

BILL: It is, it is. Content for everyone is content for …

BETH: And the thing is, it’s not even that. As I often tell people is you’ll often 

do worse for the people that already liked, it’s not just that you’re trying to 

get everyone, but you only might get some of them. You might do not as well 

because you’re not really helping anybody. You’re not being clear. You’re not 
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converting well because people are like, “I’m not even sure what they’re talking 

about or if I’m right for them.”

BILL: Right. It’s brand confusion. It’s a watering down of your message because 

you’re trying to reach everybody when personas are very important at every 

level. If you can have a clear idea of who you’re talking to, it’s one of my favorite 

conversations that I have with people is if you have a clear idea of who this 

message is intended for, more often than not they’re under-resourced, they’re 

understaffed, it’s “We just want everybody to read it. We don’t have time to 

develop different messages for different people.” You do. It just has to be done 

strategically and that’s why I started Constellation because I wanted to give these 

organizations who are doing good work a leg up on sharing that good work. 

That’s why our tagline, our website, our Twitter handle, everything is Sharing The 

Good. That’s why we’re doing what we’re doing.

BETH: If people have more questions for you, how can they reach out to you?

BILL: I’m really active on Twitter. I think Twitter is my favorite channel.

BETH: Me, too!

BILL: More professional development because I find so many other people are 

doing and sharing great work there so I’m @BillSkowronski on Twitter or if you 

want to try to spell my last name.

BETH: I’ll put it in the show notes.

BILL: @SharingTheGood is the Constellation handle.

BETH: Trust me. I understand and I have one of those names, too.
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BILL: Right. It’s fun because you get to be the only one out there.

BETH: Exactly! It’s very nice, but right. Spelling is always a challenge. So everyone 

who is listening, if you want to hear more from Bill or want to connect with him, 

please go to the show notes page and you can find all of his contact information 

there. Bill, thank you so much for joining me today and sharing all of your 

experience with both me and our nonprofit community. I truly appreciate it.

BILL: Thank you for sharing the good things you’re doing. Keep it up!
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